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Abstract 
Young people’s understandings of living well are informed by shared sociocultural stories of 
the good life which have social and environmental implications and affect the possibility of 
sustainable and fair futures. As visual culture and social media gain importance in young 
people’s lives, they increasingly shape young people’s processes of meaning-making in 
relation to living well. This thesis aims to progress the search for fairer and more sustainable 
understandings of the good life by identifying which good life narratives young people use 
and have access to; speculating on their implications for sustainable and fair living; and 
exploring the role of visual mediums and social and material infrastructures in shaping these 
narratives and their availability. Research material is approached through a 
phenomenological hermeneutic framework. Analysis is based on two studies: a) a 
filmmaking project with four groups of 10-14 year-olds in which participants created short 
films about living well and; b) an exploration of the understandings of the good life 
accessible on Instagram through hashtag #goodlife. Each project identifies three narratives: 
a) the good life as luxury, as normal life, and as caring life in the filmmaking project; and b) 
the good life of the affluent entrepreneur, of the world-traveller, and as shared experience 
on Instagram. Two of these narratives (the good life as caring life and as shared experience) 
are less common but have more potential to support fair and sustainable futures. Findings 
suggest that infrastructures, which are disproportionately shaped in favour of less 
sustainable understandings of living well, are key in making resources available for meaning-
making. Considering the theoretical possibilities of a shift in dominant narratives by linking 
ethics and aesthetics, the thesis concludes by making the case for injunctive normativity in 
research and beyond in our appraisals of good life narratives.  
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CHAPTER 1: Introduction 
This thesis is concerned with human wellbeing, and particularly with the possibility of 
sustainable prosperity for the youth of today and of tomorrow. Throughout history, humans 
have always lived on the basis of some understanding of ‘what is a better, more desirable, or 
worthier way of being in the world’ (Christopher, 1999: 141). Scholars agree that in the 
contemporary societies of North America, Europe, and Australasia, the consumerist 
understanding of the good life is the dominant one (i.e. Bauman, 2002; Dittmar, 2007; 
Jackson, 2006a; McCracken, 1990). This is to say, we live, to varying extents, under the 
understanding that purchasing consumer goods (both ‘tangible’ and ‘intangible’) will make 
our lives better in a diversity of ways. Streets, screens, and magazines abound with 
advertisements inviting us to buy more, suggesting that the latest consumer goods will 
make us as happy and healthy, successful and beautiful, as the people in the ad. We tell 
each other dreams of ownership and travel, finding ourselves wishing – as Fournier and 
Guiry suggested in 1993, for ‘an emerald green Jaguar, a house on Nantucket, and an 
African Safari’ (352) – or perhaps in the twenty first century for a matte black Tesla, an 
Occitan farmhouse, and a holiday in Bali. Importantly, our relationships (Miller, 2001), morals 
and ethics (Fischer, 2014) are also performed and sustained, at least partly, through the 
market. As Jackson (2006a) argues, in consumer societies, a growing number of social and 
cultural functions are performed through acts of consumption. 
But increasingly, as the effects of the lifestyles of these societies become apparent in the 
shape of environmental degradation (Ivanova et al., 2016), unstable economies (Jackson, 
2017), and social injustice (Jackson, 2017; Kasser & Kanner, 2004), scholars and lay people 
alike have been questioning the sustainability of this understanding of the good life. Its 
reliance on resource extraction and its by-product of material waste have been challenging 
the sustainability of the Earth system. In the past year, movements such as Extinction 
Rebellion and the Friday for the Future School Strikes for the Climate have begun to 
demand immediate action for the climate and have been attracting activists of all ages 
across the world. The popular uptake of these movements, as well as the global rise in 
vegan and vegetarian diets, testify to the spreading recognition that human wellbeing is 
dependent on a supportive planetary system. Beyond environmental degradation, these 
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movements have also been acknowledging (although to a lesser extent) the social and 
economic impact of contemporary lifestyles in our societies. A growing number of 
researchers also argue that consumerism, through its reliance on materialism, is linked to 
negative outcomes for the physical, emotional, and social wellbeing of individuals (Dittmar 
et al., 2014; Hill, 2011; Kasser & Kanner, 2004).  
Environmental impact, growing social inequality, and unstable economies are all challenges 
that are linked to our lifestyles and that young people are faced with today. While young 
people had no role in instigating them, they inherit a world which is shaped by these 
challenges. They will necessarily have to confront them (Hayward, 2012). A crucial task that 
we are all faced with then, is the creation of societies and economies that support a 
different, sustainable, way of living. Increasingly, scholars argue the need for new stories of 
what living well means that can support just, ecologically sustainable, and economically 
stable societies (Evans, 2017; Jackson, 2017). The need for new stories is perhaps most 
relevant in relation to young people, not only because they will be the ones taking life 
forward, but also because the meaning-systems that we establish early on are more likely to 
stick with us for the rest of our lives (Willis, 1990). There is an understanding that business-
as-usual approaches to environmental degradation and social and economic injustice are no 
longer appropriate. Both scholars and lay people alike - an estimated 1.4 million of young 
people took part in the Fridays for the Future strikes (Glenza et al., 2019) - are calling for 
large-scale ‘system change’. 
In parallel, there have been concerns both within and outside of academia that scientific 
knowledge is losing its power as catalyst for action (Antilla, 2005; Evans, 2017). Donald 
Trump’s election to the Presidency of the United States and his decision to pull the US out of 
the 2016 Paris Agreement show that climate deniers are far from being a fringe minority. Of 
course, the people who voted for Trump may not have done so on the basis of his climate 
sceptical views. But it does suggest that such views did not hold people back from voting 
for him (Douglas, 2018). The recent resurgence of Sokal hoaxes (Lindsay et al., 2018), 
examples of scholars sustaining deliberately misleading arguments (Oreskes & Conway, 
2010), and accusations of engagement in ‘fake science’ (e.g. Leibreich, 2018) have also 
contributed to the climate of scepticism towards academic work. As scientific knowledge is 
increasingly questioned, scholars acknowledge ever more the importance of trust and 
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affective resonance, of powerful stories and engaging utopias (Levitas, 2010; Mair et al., 
2018), to bring divided societies together and initiate large-scale change. 
Due to the nature of sustainability, such change can only be initiated democratically 
(Hammond, 2019). Hammond understands sustainability as the adaptation of societies to a 
changing environment, all the while retaining socially worthwhile forms of living. To retain 
socially worthwhile forms of living, it is necessary that shifts in meaning come from ordinary 
citizens. A transition to a more sustainable meaning system cannot be imposed, because a 
meaning system, to be effective, needs to be believed in. This requires thinking about how 
and where such a meaning system can arise and considering the role of the mediational 
means that could be used in the process. As phenomenologists argue, the social and 
material contexts of communication, and notably the mediational means in use, play both 
an enabling and a constraining role in communicative acts (Eberle, 2013). As such, they are 
likely to have an impact on what can be communicated, and how. Stories, of course, are not 
all. Physical infrastructure, social, economic, and political pressures constrain the possibilities 
for people to engage in more sustainable and just forms of living (Jackson, 2012). But 
positive alternative visions play an important role in facilitating shifts to sustainable and fair 
futures (Hajer & Versteeg, 2019).  
For Berger (1967), each society needs to construct and maintain a common meaningful 
social world. Throughout history, we have needed to construct and maintain shared meaning 
systems. Nietzsche perhaps most famously proclaimed the end of one such meaning 
system, as Christian religion was finding itself increasingly questioned during the 
Enlightenment. This period saw the emergence of a belief in the rationality and objectivity 
of scientific thought. Alongside the promotion of rationality and scientific thought, a 
different meaning system arose: that of consumerism. Scholars argue that consumerism can 
be understood as our modern day secular theodicy (Cohen, 2018; Jackson & Pepper, 2011). 
Leaning on Berger’s (1967) sociological analysis of theodicy, Jackson argues (2013), that a 
theodicy is that which enables us to make sense of our lives in the face of existential threats 
and cope with the discrepancy between our ideals and reality and that is exactly what 
consumerism does in our societies. We find ourselves in an uncomfortable situation in which 
repudiating the consumerist understanding risks breaking down the social fabric of our 
societies (and leading to economic collapse), whilst realising that it is unlikely to deliver 
sustainable prosperity.  
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The Centre for the Understanding of Sustainable Prosperity (CUSP) - the home of this thesis 
- is a five-year research centre led by Professor Tim Jackson and funded by the ESRC. It aims 
to explore the economic, social, political, and philosophical dimensions of sustainable 
prosperity. This thesis is specifically situated within CUSP’s broader strand of research 
entitled ‘More fun, less stuff’, which explores the possibility of living more fulfilling lives in 
less materially-intensive ways. As such, it necessarily deals with the question of what living 
well with others means in a world of finite resources. In this thesis, I approach this question 
from the perspective of social meanings. The research presented consists of two projects: a 
participatory filmmaking project with young people aged 10-14, and an exploration of 
Instagram posts tagged #goodlife. In the first project, I look at the stories that young people 
tell about what living well means to them. In the second, I explore some of the stories that 
users co-create on Instagram. In both, I analyse the role of social and material context and 
explore some of the ways in which such stories are mediated. Broadly speaking, the aim is 
to explore which understandings of the good life are available to and used by young 
people, to speculate on their respective potentials for delivering sustainable and just 
futures, and review some of the challenges that stand in the way of shifting towards more 
sustainable understandings of living well. In the process, I hope to advance the current 
challenge of exploring ‘ways along which life can keep on going’ (Ingold, 2017: 22).  
The thesis is split into nine chapters. I briefly introduce each of them below. 
Chapter 2 - The good life and wellbeing research 
Chapter 2 is the first of two literature review chapters. The focus of this chapter is on existing 
understandings of the good life and on theoretical frameworks of wellbeing. It starts by 
providing an overview of the evolution of understandings of the good life throughout North 
American and European history. Many of the ideas that we have today about what living well 
means were inherited from these earlier thinkers. The second part of this chapter looks more 
specifically at contemporary wellbeing research that was developed following the realisation 
that economic growth could not provide an adequate indicator of societal progress and 
human wellbeing. The last part of this chapter brings the first two together by drawing out 
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further the difference between understandings of the good life and contemporary wellbeing 
research. I argue specifically that, while contemporary research provides important 
theoretical frameworks of wellbeing and tools for evaluation, it shies away from explicitly 
normative understandings of the good life, and perhaps with good reason. Through a 
review of academic opinions, I identify an ongoing need for understandings of the good life 
that can be compatible with environmentally and socially just frameworks of wellbeing. 
Chapter 3 – Young people and the ‘good life'  
This is the second of the two literature review chapters. This chapter looks more specifically 
at research approaches to children’s and young people’s wellbeing. The first part of the 
chapter provides an overview of the historical developments in the field of child and youth 
wellbeing research, from the twentieth century to today. It shows the evolution of our ideas 
about children and argues that contemporary research increasingly seeks out the views of 
children and young people on wellbeing. Given that children and young people do not live 
in a vacuum, their processes of meaning-making are subject to local and global forces that 
are likely to shape their emergent understandings. The second part explores two such 
forces: consumerism and the media. It deals in more detail with the consumerist 
understanding of the good life, and notably highlights how this understanding has been 
predominantly conveyed, linking it to the media. The last part of this chapter reviews 
contemporary research approaches that seek out children’s and young people’s views on 
wellbeing and highlights research gaps. The chapter ends by suggesting the need to 
explore the good life narratives that children and young people use and have access to, as 
well as the role played by mediational means in shaping and conveyed these narratives. 
Chapter 4 - Methodology 
This chapter presents the research philosophy that underpinned my research practice and 
introduces the methods in use. The first part of the chapter is specifically focused on 
outlining my conceptualisation of good life narratives and the philosophical framework that I 
employ to approach them. I justify my decision to explore both visual and discursive good 
life narratives and introduce phenomenological hermeneutics as a research framework that 
!5
can accommodate both research projects. I leave the discussion of the research challenges 
that led to the adoption of this research framework for a later discussion (chapter five, and 
picked up again in chapter eight). The second part of the chapter focuses on the research 
design and methods and gives an overview of both projects as they crystallised. It also 
justifies their adequacy for exploring the use of shared good life narratives.  
Chapter 5 – Discursive and visual narratives of the good life in the context of a 
filmmaking project. 
This is the first of the four analysis chapters, and the first of two that focus on the findings 
from the filmmaking project. It presents a descriptive account of the narratives, both visual 
and discursive, that were used by young people to explain what living well means to them. 
In this chapter, I focus on narrative content and do not discuss the implications of using 
visual media to articulate good life narratives. In the first part of this chapter, I give an 
overview of the aspects of their lives that young people valued and present some of the 
discourses that were used to talk about them. In the second part of this chapter, I introduce 
the good life narratives that were used by young people to describe what living well meant 
to them and cover the strategies that young people envisioned to realise their ideal lives. 
Throughout, I am particularly conscious to relate the use of specific narratives to social and 
material contexts.  
Chapter  6 –  Representations and beyond: a story of evolving research goals. 
This is the second of two chapters which specifically focus on the findings from the 
participatory filmmaking project. This chapter tells the story of evolving research goals and 
presents research as a process rather than simply a product. I start by outlining my original 
research goals, before explaining how and why these evolved as I engaged in research 
practice. Throughout, I am attentive to the ethical and methodological problems of working 
with visual representations that arose in this project. In the second part of this chapter, I 
consider ‘what more and what else’ can be learned from representations, beyond their 
relationships to meaning. I shift my focus from the multiplicity of possible meanings of visual 
representations to how visual representations are made and what they achieve.  
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Chapter 7 – Content themes, aesthetics, and networks of hashtags: the building blocks 
of good life narratives on Instagram. 
This chapter is the first of two which focus on the work that I carried out in relation to 
Instagram. It lays down the building blocks of good life narratives through a descriptive 
account of the findings.  I begin by providing contextual information on the kind of platform 
that Instagram is, introducing the sample 793 Instagram posts, and establishing some 
important analytic categories used throughout the rest of the thesis. Then, I give an 
overview of the findings of the thematic analysis carried out on a subsample of 200 
Instagram posts and identify content themes and aesthetic styles. Subsequently, I outline 
the findings of the network analysis carried out on the sample of 793 posts. 
Chapter 8 - Good life narratives on Instagram and how they might matter 
This chapter picks up where the previous one left off, and weaves together the building 
blocks into narratives. It considers the implications of Instagram good life narratives for 
sustainable futures. It presents three good life narratives that can be found on the platform 
and introduces the different mechanisms at play in establishing good life narratives. 
Additionally, the chapter presents a conceptual reading of Instagram as a place of 
participation in the creation and maintenance of a common meaningful world, before 
considering the implications of Instagram activity by placing the platform in a wider context.  
Chapter 9 - Good life narratives, ethics and aesthetics, and normativity. 
This last chapter provides a discussion and a conclusion. It aims to bring the two projects 
together in a speculative discussion of the possibilities of a shift towards sustainable futures 
and the difficulties facing us in the process. It begins with a comparison of the good life 
narratives identified in each project, and further develops their potentials to be adequate 
bases for a fair, inclusive, and sustainable future. Then, I discuss the theoretical possibilities 
of a shift and suggest that the creation of new understandings of living well may require 
unsettling our habitual understandings and practices of wellbeing. The last part of the 
chapter deals with the practical realisation of a shift towards sustainable living, perhaps 
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opening more doors than it closes. The conclusion to this chapter clearly spells out the 
contributions of the thesis.  
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CHAPTER 2: The good life and wellbeing research 
Introduction 
This thesis is primarily concerned with the good life. The good life is the life worth living 
(Mackay, 2013). Human beings always live on the basis of some understanding of what is a 
life worth striving for (Christopher, 1999). Throughout our history, there have been multiple 
candidates for this role: virtue, pleasure, flourishing, happiness, wellbeing, and so on. 
Currently, the good life typically refers to the consumerist understanding of a life of wealth 
and material luxuries. Yet it is becoming increasingly clear that this understanding is not 
environmentally or socially sustainable. This chapter is the first of two that constitute the 
literature review. It focuses on understandings of the good life and on wellbeing research. 
The first part of this chapter provides an overview of how understandings of the good life 
have evolved throughout North American and particularly European history. Many of the 
ideas that we have today about what living well means were inherited from these earlier 
thinkers. The second part of this chapter focuses more specifically on contemporary 
wellbeing research that was developed following the realisation that economic growth could 
not provide an adequate indicator of societal progress and human wellbeing. The final part 
of this chapter ties the first two together by drawing out further the difference between 
understandings of the good life and contemporary wellbeing research. In this last part, I 
notably argue that while contemporary research provides important frameworks of wellbeing 
and tools for evaluation, it shies away from explicitly normative understandings of the good 
life, perhaps with good reason. Through a review of academic opinions, I identify an 
ongoing need for understandings of the good life that can be compatible with 
environmentally and socially just frameworks of wellbeing.  
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Good life, wellbeing, happiness: making sense of the concepts.  
A number of scholars have ventured to review the vast history of the development of ideas 
regarding what living well means in North America and Europe (Haybron, 2008; Hyman, 
2014; Stoll, 2014), the most ambitious of which may be McMahon’s Happiness: A History 
(2006). His account traces the evolution of the concept of happiness from Ancient Greek 
philosophies to the development of the contemporary ‘science of happiness’. At this stage, 
it is worth noting that although currently wellbeing and happiness are understood as being 
two different concepts, in the writings of philosophers such as Aristotle or Plato, the terms 
that they used (e.g. eudaemonia) have been translated to happiness rather than wellbeing. 
This first part leans on the arguments of McMahon (2006; 2013) and others (e.g. Stoll, 2014). 
It aims to give an overview of the different understandings of the good life that people have 
had in Europe and North America from Ancient Greece to the twentieth century.  
The good life in Classic Greek philosophies: hedonism and eudaemonia. 
Many of the ideas that we currently have about our wellbeing can be traced back to the 
works of Ancient and Classic Greek philosophers (Haybron, 2008). McMahon (2006; 2013) 
refers to the writings of Herodotus, produced in the first half of the fifth century BCE, to 
explain that early Classic Greek philosophy emphasised the unpredictable nature of human 
affairs and accepted that there was no guarantee that one’s life would be good or enjoyable. 
Crucially, it was believed that humans had no power in influencing the goodness of their 
lives. At the time, the term that was most prominently used was eudaimon. The word is 
constituted of eu (good) and daimon (god, spirit, demon), effectively communicating the 
original fickle nature of the concept. In fact, similar lexical origins can be see in the French 
word bonheur (good fortune) and the English word happiness: an enjoyable life is 
something that happens to us. In the early uses of eudaemonia, there is a crucial 
connotation of powerlessness: it is the daimon (demon) who drives us forward and decides 
our fortune.  
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With the arrival of democracy in Greece, men gained some democratic control over their 
lives, leading to extensive debates about how one should lead his  life (McMahon, 2006; 1
Stoll, 2014). While there were multiple disagreements about what one should pursue and 
how, one thing was clear: the good life could not be entirely left to chance. The fourth 
century BCE saw the emergence of two schools of thought: the first one is best represented 
by Aristotle’s approach to eudaemonia, the second one by the hedonism of Aristippus and 
Epicurus. Although there were multiple other developments in the Classic Greek philosophy 
of the good life (e.g. Zeno’s stoicism, Anthisthenes’ asceticism), eudaemonism and 
hedonism are the best known philosophies and have had the most influence on current 
research. For these reasons, I focus on them here (for a detailed account of Ancient 
philosophers’ ideas of the good life, see Rabbås et al., 2015). 
With Aristotle, the term eudaemonia lost its somewhat sinister connotation of helplessness 
(McMahon, 2006 & 2013; Nussbaum, 1994), and with it the association to what we would 
call today ‘happiness’. In Aristotle’s philosophy, eudaemonia was taken to refer to ‘well-living 
and well-acting’ (Stoll, 2014) and is now broadly translated as ‘flourishing’. As a student of 
Plato, Aristotle inherited his essentialism (albeit with crucial differences, see Ricoeur, [1953] 
2013): to him, flourishing depended on the excellent performance of those things that are 
particular to human beings (Stoll, 2014). For Aristotle, reason was unique to human beings, 
and as such, to flourish, human beings must become excellent in exercising it: one must live 
virtuously, that is, in accordance with reason. However, while virtue is necessary to flourish, it 
is not sufficient. Aristotle distinguished between the goods of the soul (moral and 
intellectual virtues), the goods of the body (good health, beauty, etc.), and the external 
goods (wealth, friends, family, etc.). Although the goods of the soul were Aristotle’s primary 
focus, he readily acknowledged that one was unlikely to flourish without the goods of the 
body and the external goods (Stoll, 2014).  
While Aristotle advocated an understanding of the good life that required lifelong training in 
exercising reason, Aristippus and Epicurus promoted definitions that are closer to what we 
currently understand as happiness. The term hedonism originated in the Greek hedonismos 
(delight) or hedone (pleasure). Both philosophers believed that pleasure was the only 
intrinsic good and pain the only intrinsic bad, and both believed that the universal aim for 
 At the time, only adult men were considered as citizens, and most of the ideas of how one should 1
live that are discussed here were devised with the understanding that they only applied to them. 
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human beings should be the experience of pleasure. They differed however with regards to 
which pleasures should be pursued. For Aristippus, the pleasures of the body were the most 
adequate pursuit (Annas, 1993), but one had to learn to avoid immediate pleasures that 
eventually result in pain (e.g. eating a whole cake). Epicurus on the other hand believed that 
the highest pleasure was ataraxia, which was understood as a state of tranquility and 
freedom from fear. In that sense, epicureanism is distinguished from pure hedonism because 
it envisions the good life in negative terms as absence of ill (pain, fear, etc.) rather than in 
positive terms. Crucially however, with Epicurus (and even more so with the Stoics), one’s 
capacity to live a good life was increasingly understood to be independent of external 
conditions and to be instead fully under one’s control (Bok, 2010; Stoll, 2014). 
Christian theology, the Enlightenment, and the Industrial Revolution 
Christian theology advocated a version of the good life that was dependent on virtuous 
living in accordance with the Scripture. Since humans’ banishment from the Garden of Eden, 
happiness was not to be expected in our lives on earth (St. Augustine, 1984). The 
Canterbury Tales portrayed  fortune’s wheel as treacherous and unexpectedly turning from 
happiness to sorrow (McMahon, 2006: 496). For as long as they lived, human beings were 
condemned to be dissatisfied. But by living virtuously, one could hope to attain true 
happiness in heaven where nothing that one could desire would be lacking (St. Thomas 
Aquinas, 2014). McMahon (2006 & 2013) explains that the deferral of happiness to life after 
death was not unanimously embraced in the Christian tradition. He notably cites St. Francis, 
Luther, and Calvin, as being much less scornful of earthly happiness. Nonetheless, with 
Christian theology, what one should be striving for is firmly equated with the virtuous life, 
rather than the pleasant life, as it was for instance with Aristippus. Additionally, happiness is 
understood as something that cannot be achieved without God’s grace, which is a far cry 
from the Classic Greek philosophies presented above. Until the seventeenth century, 
broadly speaking, faith was the essential criteria for a good life (Stoll, 2014).  
In the Enlightenment while the Christian emphasis on virtue was not strictly rejected (Stoll, 
2014), happiness became widely understood as a right of the living. Men and women of the 
late seventeenth and eighteenth centuries believed that the ’enjoyment of life is, and ought 
to be, a basic human entitlement’ (McMahon, 2013: 257). McMahon (2006) attributes this 
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drastic change in beliefs to various factors, such as the de-emphasis of the consequences of 
original sin in Christian theology, the rise of secular attitudes to pleasure, as well as the birth 
and growing democratisation of consumer cultures. Enjoying our life on earth was no longer 
understood as defying God, but as living ‘as nature intended’ (McMahon, 2013: 257). But 
while Christianity had provided reassuring explanations for human suffering, the new beliefs 
about happiness struggled to justify it. Increasingly, philosophers and scientists were 
thinking of ways in which human pleasure could be maximised and pain minimised. This 
notably led to a push to construct a science of happiness (Stoll, 2014) and to understand 
happiness as governed by discernible laws (Reill, 2003). In this context, pleasure was believe 
to be the basic currency of happiness, and could be analysed, quantified, and measured 
(Stoll, 2014: 17).  At the time, thinkers began to envision the possible uses of the science of 
happiness for policy making. Bentham was perhaps the most famous proponent of ‘the 
greater happiness of the greater number’ (Sirgy et al., 2006). This period also marked the 
birth of the rational pleasure-maximising individual so dear to orthodox economics.  
In the late eighteenth century, the Industrial Revolution swept over Great Britain and was 
shortly followed by falling wages and a rising cost of living, political disenfranchisement and 
abominable working conditions (McMahon, 2006). In this context, Carlyle, Engels, and Marx 
each discounted the ideas about happiness that were brought by the Enlightenment. They 
notably disputed the individualist leanings of Enlightenment thinkers and advocated for 
more collective understandings of living well. Rather than seeking personal pleasure, one 
should seek a meaningful life. For both Marx and Engels, this could be achieved through 
purposeful labour, tight communities, and the equitable distribution of goods. In parallel, 
many utopian experiments were enacted, notably in the United States (Pitzer, 1997). For 
instance, the ideal city of New Icaria strived to practice egalitarian communism, abolish 
private property, and encourage work towards a common good (Stoll, 2014). Although there 
were multiple ideas regarding what utopian life should be like, a common thread among the 
thinkers of the nineteenth century was that they brought back to the fore the importance of 
external conditions for a good life - something which had been mostly discounted since 
Aristotle’s writings.  
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The rise of consumerism. 
Already, when de Tocqueville travelled to America, he remarked that for many Americans, 
the pursuit of happiness and the pursuit of wealth were one and the same (Stoll, 2014). He 
argued that ‘no one could work harder to be happy’ (de Tocqueville, [1840] 1988: 243) and 
observed that Americans expended an ‘unbelievable’ amount of energy in search of a better 
life. Above all else, they valued the freedom to pursue happiness. The state was to provide 
all with the basic conditions favourable to the pursuit: civil liberties, the protection of private 
property, peace and security, as well as the rule of law (McMahon, 2013). Theoretically, 
equality in these matters should have guaranteed equal chances to all in their pursuit of 
happiness. And yet in practice, these provisions did not result in equal chances. For de 
Tocqueville ([1840] 1988: 538), this inequality was ’the reason for the strange melancholy 
often haunting inhabitants of democracies in the midst of abundance, and of that disgust 
with life sometimes gripping them in calm and easy circumstances’. For de Tocqueville, such 
was the fate of liberal democracies, in America and beyond. Around the same time, Mill 
([1873] 1989) made similar reflections about the liberal empire that was nineteenth century 
Great Britain. 
In France, Zola (1883) was writing about the rise of consumer culture in his naturalistic novel, 
The Ladies’ Paradise. The novel was named after the modern department store in which the 
story took place and detailed the pleasures of shopping that were enjoyed by a small 
portion of the population at the time. While the story is set in France, similar phenomena 
could be observed in other well-faring European countries as well as in North America. 
While the interwar period, known as the ‘hungry thirties’ in Great Britain, was a difficult time 
for all and particularly for working class people, it was also marked by new employment 
opportunities (notably for women), higher levels of disposable income for young wage-
earners, and the expansion of  the market share of large chain stores such as Woolworth and 
the more upscale Marks & Spencers (Gurney, 2012). The growing demand in commercial 
leisure and clothing, particularly by young wage-earners, helped fuel economic growth and 
initiated what came to be known as ‘new consumerism’ (Gurney, 2012). 
Of course, none of this was solely motivated by the consumption desires of young wage-
earners. For Richards (1990) the Great Exhibition of 1851 was a crucial turning point in the 
history of British advertising. By advertising ‘spectacle’, it is said to have heralded a process 
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of ‘commodification’.  The representation of commodities in a spectacular way went on to 
define marketing as ‘image making’. Adverts were increasingly placed in posters and 
booklets distributed free of charge, unlike magazines and newspapers, which for Church 
(2000) suggests the availability of advertisements to people from different socio-economic 
backgrounds. The proliferation of advertising led the interwar period to be described as ‘the 
golden age of advertising’ (Nevett, 1982). In the same period in the United States, 
governments, labour unions, and private businesses actively supported the rise of 
consumerist lifestyles as the path to full employment and improved living standards (Brown 
& Vergragt, 2016). While the entry into the Second World War slowed this trend both in 
North America and in Europe, the project of encouraging a mass consumer society came 
back in full swing during the 1940s and 1950s. In the 1940s, the GDP became a standard 
tool for sizing up a country’s economy and eventually was established as the ultimate 
measure of a country’s overall welfare.  
Increasingly, the good life became that which is still represented in advertisements today: 
one of wealth, perfect beauty, and material luxuries (Dittmar, 2007). As the media system of 
the mid-twentieth-century collapsed, it was replaced by a new system that was clearly 
dominated by market forces (Hallin, 2008). From then on, many films and series also 
displayed the consumerist good life. Whether the representation of the consumerist good 
life in the media drove the growth in consumer lifestyles, or whether it was simply reflecting 
what was already underway is subject to fierce debate (Berger, 1972; Brown 1981). What is 
clear however, is that these representations ‘reinforce and strengthen’ the life they portray 
(Belk & Pollay, 1985). Reflecting on the changes in the media system throughout the second 
half of the twentieth century to the early twenty first century, Hallin (2008) argues that the 
marketisation of the media also increased the power of the media themselves. However, it 
would be erroneous to argue that the media present a single unified understanding of the 
good life, as market forces have also contributed toward more independent media (Hallin, 
2008).  
I leave the details and a more robust review of consumerism for the next chapter. For the 
time being, it is sufficient to acknowledge that, while earlier understandings of what living 
well meant did not disappear, they have been, to some extent, superseded by the 
consumerist understanding of the good life. And, an important aspect for the purpose of 
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this thesis, the media played a crucial role in the normalisation and proliferation of this 
understanding.   
Contemporary wellbeing research. 
This second part reviews the contemporary research on wellbeing. In parallel to the 
establishment of the consumerist good life as the ‘life worth living’, researchers became 
increasingly interested in understanding what makes humans well, notably following the 
realisation that economic growth could not be straightforwardly equated to increases in 
human wellbeing. I start with a quick summary of the reasons for needing to look beyond 
economic and consumption growth as indicators of societal progress, before reviewing three 
types of approaches to wellbeing (objectivist, subjectivist, and relational) prominent in 
contemporary research. Additionally, I review three cross-cutting themes that play a role in 
how wellbeing is approached in research: understandings of the human, human-
environment relationships, and individual vs. societal wellbeing.  
The failings of the GDP and the renewed interest in ‘that which makes life worthwhile’.  
Empirical evidence of people’s living conditions has been a concern for researchers and 
policy makers since at least the early twentieth century. In the early days, the focus was 
primarily on socioeconomic status and material possessions (e.g. Sewell, 1940). Additionally, 
research often approached wellbeing only peripherally through a concern with what Thin 
(2014) has referred to as ‘illbeing’. A large proportion of well-publicised studies were 
conducted in areas such as crime, poverty, deviance and anti-social behaviour, social 
exclusion, and so on. The focus was primarily on minimum standards of living, rather than on 
that which makes life worthwhile. It was often assumed that if the economy was doing well, 
then the people were doing well too. 
By the 1960s, certain politicians such as Robert Kennedy began to recognise that human 
welfare needed to be measured more comprehensively than solely by economic growth. In 
an often cited speech, Kennedy (1968) declared that the Gross National Product (GNP) 
‘measures everything, in short, except that which makes life worthwhile’. The assumption 
that economic growth was the root of social progress was subject to contestations at the 
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time, and has come under increasing scrutiny in the last few decades (Jackson, 2011). This is 
notably the case in countries that already enjoy a high level of economic wealth. The last 
few decades of research in these countries have highlighted the existence of what scholars 
call the ‘wellbeing paradox’: ‘beyond a certain threshold, growing income and consumption 
levels do not appear to contribute additionally to societal wellbeing and may even detract 
from it’ (Jackson, 2008: 704). Jackson (2008) notably argues that although incomes have 
nearly doubled in the UK since the 1970s and consumption has drastically increased, 
reported life satisfaction over the same period has scarcely changed. Arguably, the 
contemporary economic system, and its supporting understanding of living well as the 
consumerist good life, would be failing us on three counts: 
‘The first problem is the failure of the ensuing system to remain within 
environmental limits. The second is the failure of the model to ensure social 
justice - or distributional equity. The third is the failure of consumption growth 
consistently to deliver the improvements in wellbeing predicted for it by 
conventional economic theory’.  
(Jackson, 2011: 190) 
In relation to the first failure highlighted by Jackson (2011), the impact of consumer lifestyles 
on the environment has been made eminently clear by the recent IPCC report (2018). The 
report estimates human activity to have caused approximately 1.0°C of global warming 
above pre-industrial levels, most of which has been generated by affluent nations. Among 
other climate-related risks, risks to health, livelihoods, food and water security and supply, 
are projected to increase with global warming of 1.5°C and increase further with warming of 
2.0°C. In a recent study, O’Neill et al. (2018) show that out of 150 countries surveyed, none 
meets the needs of its people without over-exploiting ecological resources. 
Additionally, the current model of societal progress as underpinned by economic growth has 
been qualified of being highly inegalitarian. Many citizens of affluent countries are still 
waiting for wealth to ‘trickle down’, as orthodox economics promised. But the impacts of the 
current model are also felt beyond the national borders of affluent countries. Consumerist 
good lives enjoyed in the affluent countries of Europe, North America, and Australasia are 
known to be dependent on the exploitation of poorer countries. The provision of cheap 
consumer goods to citizens of affluent nations of Europe, North America, and Australasia 
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relies on cheap labour contracted in poorer countries (Young, 2005). The populations that 
are already vulnerable and disadvantaged by the current system are also disproportionately 
at higher risk of adverse consequences of global warming (IPCC, 2018). 
In addition to its environmental and social impacts, the wellbeing benefits of the current 
model have been disputed. Psychological research has suggested that materialistic 
individuals tend to report lower levels of wellbeing than their non-materialistic peers 
(Dittmar et al., 2014). For Kasser (2011), nations that focus on growth of consumption tend 
to have more dissatisfied, anxious, and depressed citizens. Hence, the current model of 
societal progress is highly ecologically impactful, socially unequal, and may not be 
delivering its wellbeing promises (this has been disputed - I come back to this point in 
Chapter 3).  
The IPCC (2018) stresses that at this pace of over-exploitation, future generations are likely 
to be faced with growing resource scarcity, more extreme temperatures and weather events, 
regardless of income or country of residence. These criticisms are well established, and I do 
not develop them further here. What is worth noting however, is that the failings of the 
consumerist approach to the good life have spurred a real ebullition of research to 
understand what it is - if not economic growth - that makes ‘life worthwhile’. And in the 
same step, although income growth is still taken as a proxy for social progress in most 
countries, there has been a concerted political effort (notably in the UK through the ONS 
‘Measuring National Well-Being Programme’) to go beyond purely economic indicators as a 
basic political target (Marks & Shah, 2005; Bache et al., 2016).  
Many of the early ideas about what living well meant, whether it was a life of virtue, or 
pleasure, whether it depended on the individual or was affected by external conditions, 
have found their way into contemporary research. Today, wellbeing has become the term 
used to refer to the desirable outcome of a life well lived and a widespread criterion of 
evaluation (Schwanen & Atkinson, 2014). Both of these aspects are important. On the one 
hand, current approaches to wellbeing provide normative understandings of what living well 
is, in the same way as did early approaches to the good life outlined above. On the other, 
they provide important measurement tools that inform policy-making. As with the first 
approaches to what made a good life, opinions differ on what wellbeing is, how it should be 
evaluated, and whose responsibility it is to foster and sustain it, and multiple ideas co-exist.  
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I now turn to these approaches to wellbeing, but given that I do not intend to improve any 
measures of wellbeing in this thesis, I do not dwell on the intricate debates relating to 
measurement (for a review of indicators of social progress, see Corlet Walker & Jackson, 
2019).  
Three approaches to wellbeing.  
This part reviews three kind of approaches to wellbeing and presents them as they are 
characterised in the existing literature: objective approaches, subjective approaches, and 
relational approaches. When possible, it draws parallels with the understandings of the 
good life that were introduced in the first part. First, I review the objective approach which 
considers that wellbeing is best assessed by measuring certain quantitative indicators such 
as longevity or maternal morbidity in populations. Then I turn to the subjective approach 
which relies on people’s self-reports to assess their level of wellbeing. Finally, I give an 
overview of the relational approach which casts wellbeing as dependent on relationships 
between people in populations. Note that all three approaches have some overlaps and 
boundaries between approaches are not impermeable.  
Objective approaches. 
For objectivists, the objective goodness of a life is partly constitutive of a life’s prudential 
value (Badhwar, 2014). Objectivist theories of wellbeing often rely on the concept of 
universal human needs, which are believed to be definite and satiable (Max-Neef, 1991). 
Typically, objectivist approaches distinguish between material needs (e.g. subsistence) and 
social or psychological needs (e.g. belonging), as well as between needs and satisfiers of 
needs (Jackson, 2006). Such approaches argue that satisfiers can be more or less suited to 
satisfy our needs. While they tend to recognise cultural variety in what is believed to be 
appropriate to meet needs, the identification of needs itself is not subordinated to cultural 
contexts (Gough, 2017). Universal need theories state that basic needs are identical in all 
cultures and historical times, but the ways of meeting them change historically and culturally 
(Gough, 2017). There exist multiple theories of human need, among which Max-Neef’s 
(1991) Model of Human Scale Development, Doyal and Gough’s (1991) Theory of Basic 
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Needs (now further developed in Gough’s Heat, Greed and Human Need, 2017), and 
Nussbaum’s (2000) Capability Theory of Justice (developed from Sen’s work).  
Perhaps the most famous approach is that developed by Amartya Sen (1985). Sen focuses 
on the capabilities of individuals to achieve the kinds of lives that they have reason to value. 
For Sen, a person’s wellbeing depends on what that person is able to be and do. Wellbeing 
is articulated in terms of the core concepts of ‘functioning’ and ‘capability’. Functionings are 
the ‘beings and doings’ that a person may value, such as being well-nourished and having 
shelter. For Sen, what constitutes a functioning should be determined by communities. 
Capabilities are the set of valuable functionings that a person can effectively access: they 
represent the effective freedom of an individual to choose between different combinations 
of functionings. While Sen resisted the demands to compile a list of basic capabilities, 
others such as Nussbaum (2000) listed core human capabilities: life, bodily health, bodily 
integrity, the ability to use our sense to think and to imagine, the ability to express 
emotions, to exercise practical reason and autonomy with respect to one’s own life, to 
affiliate, to live with dignity, to live in and with nature, to play, and to control one’s own 
political and economic environment.  
The objectivist approach also informs contemporary social indicators, such as the United 
Nations’ Human Development Index, the OECD’s Better Life initiative, and the French 
government’s Commission on the Measurement of Economic Performance and Social 
progress (Stiglitz et al., 2009). These social indicators use aggregate measures of 
employment, health, housing, education, and so on, to measure societal progress. Feeling 
good and/or making positive evaluations of one’s life can sometimes be considered as 
important aspects of an objective list of wellbeing features (Western & Tomaszewski, 2016). 
In those cases, objective and subjective approaches to wellbeing overlap (Gasper, 2007). 
Objectivist approaches clearly extend beyond wellbeing outcomes and encompass what is 
sometimes termed ‘conditions’ for wellbeing. These approaches have been particularly 
popular in the field of sustainable development, and except for Sen’s, provide lists of factors 
that are objectively necessary for a good life, regardless of cultural variations. 
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Subjective approaches. 
Subjective approaches to wellbeing focus instead on people’s own evaluations of their lives. 
These are typically made through self-report surveys, but have also been known to be 
carried out through qualitative interviews (e.g. Cieslik, 2017). Among subjective approaches 
to wellbeing, there are two broad schools of thought inherited from Ancient Greek 
philosophy: hedonic and eudemonic.  
Approaches informed by hedonic theories focus on the presence of positive affect and the 
absence of negative affect (e.g. Kahneman et al., 1999; Layard, 2005). The focus is on what 
we commonly term happiness, and the proponents of hedonic approaches are sometimes 
said to be engaging in ‘happiness studies’ (e.g. Veenhoven, 2006). For instance, Layard’s 
(2005: 12) interests lie with ‘feeling good - enjoying life and wanting that feeling to be 
maintained’. Broadly speaking, the hedonic approach, now sometimes termed ‘science of 
happiness’, derives from Bentham’s and Mill’s early ideas and focuses on maximising 
pleasure and minimising pain (Vitterso, 2013). In his early work, Kahneman (1999: 7) argued 
that a person had a happy life if that person ‘spent most of her time engaged in activities 
that she would rather have continued than stopped, little time in situations she wished to 
escape, and […] not too much time in a neutral state in which she would not care either 
way’. Hence here the focus is on positive feeling states. A similar approach is found in 
proponents of Subjective Well-Being which consists of ‘three interrelated components: life 
satisfaction, pleasant affect and unpleasant affect’ (Diener and Suh, 1997: 200). For them, in 
addition to a good balance of pleasant and unpleasant feeling states, wellbeing depends on 
the evaluations that people make of their lives.  
Approaches that are typically referred to as eudaemonic take their inspiration from 
Aristotle’s work. Ryff’s (1989) model of wellbeing, which is often taken to be illustrative of 
eudaemonic approaches, includes six factors: autonomy, environmental mastery, personal 
growth, positive relations with others, purpose in life, and self-acceptance. Approaches 
developed in positive psychology (Seligman & Csikszentmihalyi, 2000) that emphasise how 
human beings endure and prosper in the face of adversity by focusing on efforts, creativity, 
and perseverance to find a better life can also be connected to the eudaemonic view.  
Vitterso (2013) argues that eudaemonic approaches hinge on two concepts. The first one, 
eudaemonic feelings, designates emotions that are positive but non-hedonic. These are 
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feelings such as interest and engagement, that are involved in striving for goals, exploration, 
and problem solving. The second, optimal functioning, has been defined in multiple ways. 
One definition is that proposed by Sen (1985) and introduced above. In Sen’s approach, 
functioning refers to the beings and doings a community may value. For others (Keyes & 
Annas, 2009), functioning may refer to aspects of wellbeing that are not captured by 
hedonic theories, such as psychological and social wellbeing. Vitterso’s (2013) approach is 
closer to Sen’s and proposes that optimal functioning has to do with the development of 
freely chosen skills . Importantly, the development of excellence is relatively independent 2
from pleasurable feelings: becoming a professional musician demands intensive training that 
is not always enjoyable but with time results in the development of competence. 
Eudaemonic approaches typically emphasise the cultivation of personal strengths over time 
and the experience of purpose or meaning in life (Ryff, 1989). 
Despite ongoing debate between the two schools of thought, currently many researchers 
would agree that wellbeing is a multi-dimensional construct and make use of both strands of 
definitions (Diener, 2009; Dolan, 2014; Stiglitz et al., 2009). For instance, Dolan (2014), 
explains that it is unlikely that an individual would lead a good life without experiencing a 
balance of pleasure (hedonic) and purpose (eudaemonic). Interestingly, a recent study 
conducted in Canada (Jongbloed & Andres, 2015) found that from a sample of 574 lay 
people, three quarters of the participants understood wellbeing in broad eudaemonic 
terms, and happiness in broad hedonic terms. Happiness was understood as a wholly 
mental concept, whereas wellbeing incorporated multiple aspects such as physical health 
and social relationships. Both were believed to be important for a good life, which seems to 
align with recent research.  
An important additional point, is that both hedonism and eudaemonism have traditionally 
been non-prescriptive and placed the locus of judgement in the individual (Christopher, 
1999). The individual is the only one who can judge of the goodness of his or her life, 
deciding which pleasures are worth pursuing (hedonic view) or what purpose his or her life 
should have (eudaemonic view). However, proponents of these approaches, such as Ryan 
 Note the overlap between objective and subjective approaches to wellbeing in relation to the 2
notion of ‘functioning’. All three approaches that I have mentioned here leave some room for 
individuals to define which functionings they value, although Sen advocates for communities to 
determine valued functionings for their members, whereas subjectivist approaches tend to focus on 
individuals determining their valued functionings.
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and Deci (2001), have also warned that what individuals identify as pleasures and the ways in 
which they pursue them in affluent societies may create conditions that make it difficult for 
others to pursue wellbeing.  
Relational approaches.  
Relational approaches are perhaps the latest ones to have emerged on the scene of 
wellbeing research, although it is worth noting that they overlap with earlier approaches 
such as for instance Nussbaum’s (2000) formulation of the capability to affiliate. The primary 
basis of relational understandings of wellbeing is that ‘living well and [living] a good life are 
things we always do with others’ (Cieslik, 2017: 5). This ‘living well with others’ is not solely a 
matter of socially constructed understandings of the good life, but also relates to how 
others make it possible for us, and we make it possible for others, to realise these 
understandings. As such, it readily encompasses relationships with past and future 
generations.  
As White (2015: 38) argues, it has not yet been fully categorised and can rather ‘be 
discerned from the convergence of views of a number of scholars working quite 
independently’. Accordingly, understandings of relational wellbeing may vary widely. 
However, there are some overarching principles that are subscribed to by a majority of 
scholars interested in the approach. First, wellbeing is understood to be relational because it 
is seen as socially and culturally constructed in particular places and historical times 
(Atkinson et al., 2012). Hence, the understandings of wellbeing that people hold are 
important influences on how they evaluate it and how they pursue it (or whether they 
choose to pursue it at all). But wellbeing can also be understood to be relational in a second 
way: as something that is emergent through relationships with others (Christopher, 1999; 
Jackson, 2011; White, 2015). As Jackson (2017: 2) puts it: ‘My prosperity and the prosperity 
of those around me are intertwined. Sometimes inextricably’.  
In that sense, relational wellbeing can be understood as a process. Different scholars push 
this processual aspect to different degrees and apply it to different concepts (White, 2015). 
For instance, wellbeing can be understood as the object of negotiation between different 
people or groups in society. Loera-Gonzalez (2015) shows that what living well means in two 
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indigenous communities in Mexico is not a settled culture script but a matter of constant 
contestation. Notably, the understandings of young and older people in these communities 
are in fierce conflict with each other. And crucially, not all people are recognised as valued 
contributors to this definition process. While understandings are socioculturally constructed, 
they are not necessarily homogenous nor are they static within a given society or culture. A 
more radical approach to wellbeing as a process is that of Atkinson (2013: 142) who present 
wellbeing as inhering in ‘complex assemblages of relations not only between people, but 
also between people and places, material objects and less material constituents of places, 
including atmosphere, histories and values’.  
While relational wellbeing provides a useful framework for understanding how to ‘live well 
with others’, it is clearly more difficult to evaluate in practice than either objective or 
subjective wellbeing, particularly on a large scale. Thus far, the interests of proponents of 
relational wellbeing have been substantive rather than evaluative (White, 2015), and 
researchers have spent extensive amounts of time seeking to understand what wellbeing 
means to different groups of people (e.g. Calestani, 2013; Fischer, 2014; Jackson, 2011; 
Mathews & Izquierdo, 2008).  
Cross-cutting themes. 
This section highlights three cross-cutting themes that play a role in how wellbeing is 
understood and evaluated. The first one is the different understandings of the human that 
underpin contemporary approaches, the second one is the understandings of the 
relationship between environment and human wellbeing, and the last one focuses on 
current debates on individual vs. community wellbeing. 
Different understandings of the human. 
An increasing number of scholars have been questioning the ontology that underpins the 
different approaches to wellbeing (Ahmed, 2010; Atkinson, 2013; Kavedzija & Walker, 2016; 
Moore, 2019; Smith & Reid, 2018; White, 2015). The question of what it means to live a 
good life necessarily implies the question of whom the good life is for (Moore, 2019). 
Indeed, Scott (2012) argues that theories of wellbeing cannot be disengaged from theories 
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of the human. Contemporary research approaches broadly operate on two different models 
of understanding of the human.  
The first approach is one which presupposes the internal self to be the centre of experience. 
In this context, wellbeing is a quality that inheres to the individual (Atkinson, 2013). The 
individual is also often understood as autonomous and responsible for the improvement and 
maintenance of personal wellbeing. Social relationships and context are understood to be 
important conditions of wellbeing, although in some cases internal processes (mindset, 
attitude, personality) can be seen to ‘override’ adverse conditions (Seligman, 2011). In this 
approach, the individual is seen to have primacy over society, both as locus of evaluation, 
and in an ontological sense (it is a collection of individuals that make a society). This 
understanding of the human typically underpins subjective approaches to wellbeing.  
The second approach could be said to reverse this understanding: ‘this flips the switch, as it 
were, from seeing individuals as forging relationships, to viewing (multiple) relationships as 
forging individuals’ (White, 2017: 9). In this context, the self is understood to be emergent in 
relationships with other humans, contexts, and so on, rather than pre-existing them. Some 
(e.g. Helne & Hirvilammi, 2017) term this understanding of the human ‘homo iuntus’ (the 
connected man). In this formulation, the individual is characterised in terms that are neither 
anthropocentric nor biocentric, and rather highlight interconnectedness and 
interdependence. This approach is broadly underpinned by Gergen’s (2009) work on the 
relational being, as well as by earlier formulations by Deleuze and Guattari (1987). Evidently, 
this understanding of the human is more readily embraced by proponents of relational 
wellbeing, but it has also been argued to be apparent in some objectivist approaches, such 
as Sen’s capabilities (White, 2015).  
Wellbeing and the environment. 
The environment often appears in research on wellbeing as a factor of or condition for 
human wellbeing. For instance, Gilbert and Galea (2014) look at how exposure to pollutants 
during pregnancy can affect offspring’s cognition throughout life. A multiplicity of research 
shows that dwellings that are in direct contact with nature or offer views of the natural 
landscape can have an enhanced restorative effect on people (Evans & McCoy, 1998; Kaplan 
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& Kaplan, 1989). The presence of parks, gardens, and allotments in neighbourhoods and 
cities have been said to have similar effects (Bird, 2007). Ambient noise is argued to 
negatively affect people’s wellbeing throughout the life course (Goldstein, 1990), although it 
can also be a positive impact in the case of ‘natural’ noise, such as the sound of birds (Ulrich, 
2000). Overall, it seems that the environment, both in the sense of ‘natural landscape’ and 
of ‘surroundings’, plays an important role in human wellbeing (Cooper, 2014). 
A smaller but prominent body of research has been concerned with human wellbeing from 
the perspective of environmental (and sometimes social) sustainability. Acknowledging the 
unsustainability of our current economic system and of the affluent lifestyles in Europe, 
North America, and Australasia, many scholars have turned to wellbeing to negotiate the 
perceived tensions between environmental sustainability and economic growth (Atkinson et 
al., 2017). This is notably the case of the New Economic Foundation, which most recently 
has been contributing to framing and analysing the community wellbeing research carried 
out as part of the What Works Centre for Wellbeing, and producing evidence of the 
environmental and social benefits of a restructuring of working time (Stirling, 2019). 
Raworth’s (2017) Doughnut Economics frames the wellbeing challenge in terms of finding a 
‘safe and just’ space between the ecological ceiling and the social floor. Work conducted in 
relation to degrowth also explores the challenges of downsizing the economy while 
safeguarding wellbeing and needs satisfaction (e.g. Büchs & Koch, 2019; Victor, 2012; Kallis 
et al., 2012).  
Other approaches also consider non-economic factors at play in the relationship between 
wellbeing and sustainability. This is notably the case of The Centre for the Understanding of 
Sustainable Prosperity (CUSP), which alongside economic dimensions, has been exploring 
the moral, political, psychological, cultural, and social dimensions of prosperity on a finite 
planet. Led by Jackson, CUSP builds on his vision for sustainable prosperity and considers 
what wellbeing might mean beyond consumption and economic growth from a variety of 
perspectives (Jackson, 2009; Jackson, 2017). At its core, CUSP’s work is concerned with the 
challenges and possibilities of developing flourishing, just, and inclusive societies within 
planetary limits. Research on the benefits of sustainable consumption, both in terms of 
wellbeing and reduced environmental impact has also contributed to advancing this debate 
(e.g. Jackson, 2005; Soper, 2007), and will be reviewed in some more detail in Chapter 3. 
Concern with wellbeing and environmental sustainability has also a long legacy in the field 
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of sustainable development, which also typically takes a broader approach. Research 
approaches in this field can be divided into two groups: a ‘weak’ sustainability group and a 
‘strong’ sustainability group (Helne & Hirvilammi, 2015). The research by Max-Neef (1992) 
and Gough (2017) mentioned earlier notably falls into the latter.  
Community vs. individual wellbeing. 
Cutting across these different approaches, there are important distinctions to be made 
between community and individual wellbeing. For Wiseman & Brasher (2008), community 
wellbeing may refer to living well together as a community, or to the role that community 
scale aspects of living play in the facilitation of local individual wellbeing. Typically, both are 
understood to be important (Atkinson et al., 2017). There are debates regarding whether 
‘community’ should be understood geographically - as a group of people interacting within 
a bounded territory - or not, particularly since rise of virtual interaction and the greater 
interconnectivity across different geographical locales. Additionally, individuals may be part 
of several communities associated with different settings: residential communities, leisure 
communities, workplace communities, online communities, and so on.  
Atkinson et al. (2017) argue that most existing approaches evaluate community wellbeing by 
relying on aggregations of individual wellbeing assessments, which may be made through 
the subjective or objective approaches outlined earlier (or both). For Atkinson et al. (2017), 
this type of aggregated data should be referred to as ‘population wellbeing’. Community 
wellbeing on the other hand should be understood as more than the sum of its individual 
parts. In this context, a relational understanding of wellbeing becomes useful to explain 
what the ‘extra bit’ is: 
‘relationships thus form a central focus, as both the means through which 
(psychological, symbolic, social and material) goods are distributed and met, 
and as intrinsic to the constitution and experience of wellbeing. Subjective 
perceptions are anchored in material and relational contexts, producing a sense 
[…] of ‘life within limits’.’ 
(White, 2017: 8) 
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In relation to community wellbeing, it seems important to capture, alongside evaluations of 
how well a given community can provide for individual wellbeing, how well we live 
collectively. Under this definition of community wellbeing, there are obvious issues relating 
to measurement, for neither objective nor individual subjective assessments (nor a 
combination of both) can adequately capture the intersubjectivity that is so crucial to 
community wellbeing, and relational approaches have yet to establish evaluation tools 
(Atkinson et al., 2017). 
Clearly, when it comes to communities, both individual wellbeing and the ‘extra bit’ are 
important. It is indeed unlikely that a community could be said to do ‘well’, if its members 
are not well themselves. However, Atkinson et al. (2017) argue that which aspect we tip the 
balance towards is a political question more than a technical one. They suggest that answers 
to this question will: 
‘reflect different ideological positions about what it means to be human, how 
and at what scales living well is defined and where the most effective and 
politically acceptable entry-point are for intervention.’ 
(Atkinson et al., 2017: 47) 
The following section of this chapter deals with the politics of wellbeing more fully. 
Wellbeing as discourse. 
This last section shifts perspective to look at wellbeing as a variety of discourses. It makes 
clear its social construction, which was mostly implied throughout the first two parts. It 
makes a crucial distinction between research approaches to wellbeing, that have been 
contributing important frameworks of wellbeing and evaluation tools, and understandings of 
the good life, such as that of the consumerist good life. I argue that while the frameworks 
and evaluation tools provided by research efforts are necessary, they do not constitute in 
themselves an alternative, meaningful, good life narrative and justify the need to look into 
lay people’s approaches to the good life.  
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Social construction, understandings of the good life, and wellbeing. 
This section explains how wellbeing can be approached as a social construct and reviews 
research that explicates the implications of this view. It then distinguishes between 
understandings of the good life as normative constructs, and contemporary research 
approaches to wellbeing that provide frameworks and tools of evaluation.  
The social construction of wellbeing: different understandings and different experiences. 
Although this thesis is not concerned with cross-cultural comparison per se, research 
conducted in this field highlights important aspects of our understandings of wellbeing that 
are worth exploring briefly. Researchers have widely recognised that understandings of what 
a good life is are not necessarily translatable across cultures (e.g. Kavedzija & Walker, 2016; 
Kitayama & Markus, 2000). Cultural differences have been shown to be consequential for the 
meanings people ascribe to a given concept such as happiness or wellbeing (Uchida et al., 
2004), or, more broadly speaking, for what they believe should be the ultimate goal of a 
good life.  
For instance, Fischer (2014) has applied Sen’s capabilities approach in the context of an 
ethnographic study of the different ways in which German middle-classes and Guatemalan 
farmers respectively engage with the market to pursue the beings and doings that they have 
reason to value. He showed that the shopping behaviour of German consumers in relation 
to food was linked to their visions of the good life as one that supports environmental 
stewardship and is in solidarity with other people. Fischer argued that the realisation of this 
vision was enabled by the opportunity structures in place (e.g. the availability of ‘sustainable 
eggs’ at the market, the government subsidies for organic farming, etc.). Guatemalan 
farmers on the other hand, are shown to make decisions in relation to crop production that 
negotiate between different understandings of living well, such as ensuring financial security, 
a better life and education for their children, and the preservation of their ancestors’ land. 
While these considerations clearly complicate cross-cultural comparisons and attempts to 
establish universal standards of living (see Bok, 2010; Dolan & Peasgood, 2010), they also 
point to the social construction of our understandings of the good life. The stories that we 
tell, the concepts that we use, and the metaphors we live by have been shown to play a role 
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in our behaviour (Helne & Hirvilammi, 2017; Lakoff & Johnson, 2003). It may seem evident, 
but it is worth spelling out: what we understand to be a desirable life plays a crucial 
(although not strictly determining) role in how we lead our lives. Language is believed to 
play an important role in how we understand concepts - the good life, wellbeing, and 
happiness included. For Dean (2003), the understandings of wellbeing of lay people, policy 
makers, and academics are constructed through discursive practices. The understandings 
that emerge through discursive practices may play a role in what we can think about and 
how we can think about it. For instance, Thin (2018: 8) argues that while within the 
boundaries of the English language, ‘concepts and terms associated with ‘’happiness’’ are 
extremely diverse: fine, fun, flourishing, flow, fulfilment, etc.’, other languages may not have 
a word for happiness but have words for related concepts (e.g. Calestani, 2013). Without 
fully embracing the Sapir-Whorf hypothesis, scholars have found supporting evidence for 
weak linguistic relativism (Wolff & Holmes, 2011), which would suggest that language does 
have some influence on our world views.  
Scholars have argued that not only can wellbeing be understood differently by different 
people across the world, it may also be experienced in different ways. In different places, 
different processes may be at play in the creation and maintenance of wellbeing. In the 
words of Kitayama and Markus (2000: 115): 
‘It is not just that different things make people happy in different cultural 
contexts - this is obviously the case. More significantly, it is the ways of being 
well and the experience of well-being that are different.’ 
Indeed, for Sayer (2019), cultures do not only provide systems of interpretation, meaning, 
and sense-making, but also a diverse range of practices through which these different 
understandings of wellbeing are realised. It is easy to draw the connection with 
contemporary life in Europe, North America, and Australasia, where understandings of living 
well that are underpinned by the consumerist good life are also supported through practices 
such as retail therapy, spaces of consumption, consumer credits, and so on.   
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Wellbeing, evaluations, and discourses. 
A common particularity of all contemporary approaches to wellbeing described in the 
second part of this chapter, is that they seek to find out what it is that truly makes humans 
well. In a fascinating exploration of the relationship between biological and cultural aspects 
of wellbeing, Sayer (2019: 261), quotes from Midgley (2003: 54):  
‘You cannot have a plant or animal without certain quite definite things being 
good or bad for it’.  
This understanding more or less explicitly underpins our contemporary research approaches 
to wellbeing. Each approach defines wellbeing in a particular way. For objectivist 
approaches, wellbeing is dependent on the needs identified on definite lists, such as 
subsistence or belonging. For subjectivist approaches, wellbeing primarily depends on 
people’s own evaluations of their lives. For relational approaches, wellbeing is emergent in 
and dependent on relationships. Without disputing the reality of wellbeing (there are, 
indisputably, things that are necessary to human life, such as food and shelter), it is worth 
reflecting on how these approaches differ from earlier understandings of the good life. To 
this aim, I take a detour through Foucault’s (1971) lecture on orders of discourse. 
In an Inaugural Lecture to the Collège de France, Foucault (1971) remarked upon how 
humanity’s long ambition to establish true from false in discourse has seen many 
transformations. For the Greek poets of the sixth century BC, true discourse was a prophecy 
that announced what would happen and helped bring it about by ‘carrying men’s minds 
along with it’ (Foucault, [1971] 1981: 54). A century later, true discourse became understood 
as discourse which formed statements that correspond to the object to which the discourse 
refers. The turn of the sixteenth century, Foucault argues, brought about a new type of true 
discourse, a kind of discourse in which truth was established through specialised techniques 
of measurement and testing. We can recognise there the institution of modern science, and 
the appeal to truth through the use of proper method. To these three developments in the 
history of true discourse, perhaps, we must add the recent proliferation of ‘post-truths’ 
which seem to invoke yet another type of epistemology (Lewandowsky et al., 2017).  
Current academic wellbeing discourse is akin to Foucault’s third true discourse: it establishes 
the true factors or conditions of wellbeing through special methods. This type of true 
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discourse is presented as being value-free and neutral because it speaks of ways of 
evaluating wellbeing, rather than straightforwardly giving directions of what to strive for. In 
this way, it differs from the earlier understandings of the good life, such as Aristotle’s 
eudaemonia or the Christian life of virtue. The conditions favourable to wellbeing, or the 
factors contributing to it, or the types of relationships that are most appropriate, are 
established as ‘true’ rather than ‘morally good’. Yet, evaluating wellbeing necessarily calls 
forward value-judgements (Atkinson et al., 2017; Bache et al., 2016), but these value-
judgements are implicit, notably deriving from the understandings inherited from earlier 
approaches to the good life that have been integrated into contemporary research 
approaches. Again, the aim is not to question the immense progress made by wellbeing 
research here, but to highlight and explicate its presumed neutrality.  
Impact of wellbeing discourses on the world.  
This part reviews research that elucidates the role played by discourses in the world, before 
giving an overview of a body of work that has approached wellbeing discourses critically. It 
argues that wellbeing discourses are necessarily political. 
What are discourses and do they matter? 
For Foucault (1991), discourses have a tangible impact on the world and as such should be 
considered critically. Hajer (1995: 264) defines a discourse as ‘a specific ensemble of ideas, 
concepts and categorisations that is produced, reproduced and transformed in a particular 
set of practices and through which meaning is given to physical and social realities’. 
Discourses provide tools for interpreting the world that become embedded in knowledge 
claims, hidden in agendas, and that underpin institutions (Hannigan, 2006). For Gelcich et 
al. (2005: 379), they ‘create meaning and validate action, mobilise action, and define 
alternatives’. Discourses are not the only determinants of social life (Lidskog, 2001), but they 
play an important role in enabling particular ways of being and doing while inhibiting others. 
For instance, it is fairly well acknowledged that sociocultural understandings play a role in 
how we perceive the environment, what we define as ‘environmental issues’, and in the 
decisions that we take in relation to these issues (Burningham & Cooper, 1999). 
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Griggs and Howarth (2011), further argue that different interpretations of wellbeing do not 
only describe sets of underlying practices, but actually contribute to bringing these practices 
into being. The authors reflect on the national evaluation of the Well-Being Power, a power 
introduced by the Local Government Act 2000 which permitted local authorities to do 
whatever they saw fit to promote or improve the economic, social, and environmental 
wellbeing of the area. In this reflective account, they take ‘discourse’ to be a constitutive 
dimension of social relations, rather than only an abstract cognitive system of beliefs. As 
such, they argue (Griggs & Howarth, 2001: 219), discourse does not only describe existing 
or underlying realities, but helps bring that reality into being (Gottweis, 2003: 252).  
Additionally, it is clear that not all individuals are equal in their participation in shaping 
discourses. This was well illustrated by the ethnographic research of Loera-Gonzalez (2015) 
in Mexico but can also easily be seen in the role played by the media in shaping and 
sustaining the consumerist understanding of the good life, as outlined earlier. The current 
status of academic research into wellbeing as true discourse, in the third Foucauldian sense, 
also reinforces science’s leading role in the provision of wellbeing knowledge.  
What does wellbeing do? 
A recent strand of scholarship has begun questioning the ‘neutrality’ of contemporary 
research approaches to wellbeing. Ahmed (2010), later joined by McLeod and Wright 
(2016), explicitly calls for considering not only what wellbeing is, but also what it does. 
Namely, they propose to look at what the discourses of wellbeing achieve: who are they 
broadcast by, who do they benefit, and so forth. 
For Sointu (2005), the past decades have seen a shift in wellbeing discourse where the focus 
has changed from the ‘body politic’ to the ‘body personal’. In a study of UK newspapers, 
Sointu documents the changing dominance of different competing definitions since 1985. 
She argues that while wellbeing used to be understood as a collective attribute and the 
term was mostly used in relation to the economy of a country, at the beginning of the 21st 
century it became mostly understood as an individual attribute and conceptualised in 
mental and psychological terms. This shift in the usage of the word can be paralleled with 
the changes to modes of governance and welfare provision that have been implemented in 
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the UK throughout the 1980s-2000s - namely the spread of neoliberalism. Through 
reference to the works of Barnett (2003) and Harvey (2005), Atkinson and Joyce (2011: 134) 
argue that ‘within a neoliberal discursive repertoire, the individual is reassigned as the 
primary unit of action and analysis, as the arbiter of policy options through consumer choice, 
and the site for self-management and self-actualisation.’  
A small but growing body of work has been developing critical perspectives on the concept 
of wellbeing (Ahmed, 2010; Craig, 2009; Davies, 2015; Sointu, 2005; Taylor, 2011). Their 
critiques are notably directed at how wellbeing has become understood as the ultimate life-
goal, a personal imperative. For both Ahmed (2010) and Davies (2015), happiness is 
increasingly mobilised in ways that potentially expand forms of surveillance and social 
control. Ahmed for instance, argues that dominant understandings of happiness have 
become associated with normative ways of living that can be used to marginalise and 
moralise some groups. Additionally, these normative discourses may create unrealistic 
expectations of what a good, or even simply normal, life should be. In that way, they 
contribute to feelings of inadequacy (Williams, 2000) that can be handily remediated 
through the multitude of wellbeing-oriented products offered on the market (Sointu, 2005).  
Scholars have worried that this shift in discourses also translates to a shift in policies that 
greatly disadvantages those who are already most vulnerable (Friedli & Stearn, 2015). Under 
fire here, are mostly the subjective approaches to wellbeing, which are said to promote 
individuals’ responsibility for how they are faring in life. These approaches are seen to be 
justifying a move from ‘welfare to wellbeing’ (Friedli & Stearn, 2015) in which individuals 
have to fend for themselves and are no longer supported by the state. This shift can for 
instance be seen in the adoption of the principles of positive psychology to provide 
compulsory courses for attitude training for those who are unemployed in the UK (Atkinson 
et al., 2017). These scholars argue that as the locus of wellbeing increasingly becomes the 
individual (in how it is evaluated and understood), the continued importance of collective 
welfare and the social provision of material conditions for a good life is likely to be 
overlooked (Taylor, 2011). 
Obviously, this analysis is not valid for every country, as this shift from ‘body politic’ to ‘body 
personal’ has not been happening everywhere. But there does seem to be a link between 
weakened welfare systems, reduced benefits, and lower wellbeing. In an analysis of the 
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human cost of austerity Stuckler and Basu (2013) explained that those countries that 
invested in their welfare system following the 2008 economic crisis, such as Iceland, saw 
their citizens health and wellbeing bounce back and arguably improve beyond pre-crisis 
levels. Those that employed (or were forced to employ) austerity measures, such as Greece, 
saw the health and wellbeing of their citizens plummet. 
Specifying the problem: efforts in devising new understandings. 
This last section considers how current research approaches can sometimes be appropriated 
by actors with vested interests in sustaining the current status quo. It argues that, alongside 
frameworks of wellbeing and tools of evaluation, there is a need for understandings of the 
good life that can supplant the consumerist one.  
The call for new understandings? Going beyond better means of evaluation. 
The obsession with ‘being well’ and the efforts invested in measuring happiness have been 
said to create major market opportunities in which being unwell can handily be remediated 
through market means (Davies, 2015). Sointu’s (2005) analysis of the shift in discourses of 
wellbeing tells a different side of the story of the efforts to move beyond economic 
indicators of social progress. It suggests that current discourses of wellbeing tend to be 
compatible with the consumerist good life.  
This does not mean that current wellbeing research is necessarily ideologically aligned with 
the consumerist good life. Claims that contemporary wellbeing research is at the service of a 
capitalist neoliberal elite that has a vested interest in the maintenance and rise of 
consumption growth to fuel economic growth and private profits can be disputed. However, 
some scholars (Bache et al., 2016) have pointed out that using research evidence to support 
existing policies is more easily done than using it to shape new ones. For instance, for the 
New Economic Foundation (2013), this may result from the lack of meaningful embedding of 
a wellbeing agenda across governmental policy-making. And indeed, Bache and Reardon 
(2013) confirm in their interviews that, at the time at least, the wellbeing agenda of the UK 
government amounted to ‘mini projects’ scattered across departments rather than 
constituting a coherent policy agenda.  
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But wellbeing research may also be susceptible to being integrated into current agendas 
because of its presumed neutrality. At the turn of the century, Seligman (1998, paragraphs 
11-12) wrote: 
‘We can articulate a vision of the good life that is empirically sound and, at the 
same time, understandable and attractive. We can show the world what actions 
lead to well-being, to positive individuals, to flourish communities, and to a just 
society […] Ideally psychology should be able to help document what kind of 
families result in the healthiest children, what work environments support the 
greatest satisfaction among workers, and what policies result in the strongest 
civic commitment.’ 
Yet, twenty years on, there are reasons to question the extent to which we have been able 
to articulate that vision of the good life. Despite the identification of criteria of wellbeing 
and the establishment of robust tools of evaluation, research tends to stray away from 
openly prescriptive statements, and perhaps with good reason. Leaning on the insights of 
cultural theorists, Jackson (2008) argues that the relationship between individual and society 
has been consistently tipped in favour of the individual (at least in the UK) over the last 
centuries. The fervency of consumer sovereignty, liberal democracy, and moral relativism 
makes this balance difficult to redress. In these conditions, Seligman’s (1998) statements can 
either be applied to ‘macroeconomic interventions designed to provide more secure 
conditions of employment’ or to ‘the corporate provision of CBT-based stress management 
workshops’ (Greco & Stenner, 2013: 6).  
Because existing research is in the habit of using discourses that are presented as neutral 
truths, rather than moral evaluations, it does not, as of yet, provide an understanding of the 
good life that can replace the consumerist narrative. Instead, it presents criteria of wellbeing 
and tools of evaluation which are indubitably and necessarily informed by far-reaching 
understandings of the good life, but are not in themselves explicitly normative (despite, as 
others have argued, being implicitly normative), nor are they necessarily concerned with 
environmental sustainability. In a review of existing indicators of societal progress Corlet 
Walker and Jackson (2019) conclude by explaining that indicators can support stories of 
social progress and/or they can support decision-making - there is a paucity of good 
indicators in the former category. They argue that: 
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‘There is still a need then for indicators that have the power to disrupt the story 
told by GDP as the main indicator of societal progress for the last 50 years. Few 
have come close to achieving this in a sustained way. Some individual indicators, 
such as carbon dioxide emissions and Ecological Overshoot Day have enjoyed 
high levels of media attention, comparable to that of GDP, but neither tell a 
coherent and resonant story about the core elements of what makes a society 
prosperous and sustainable’.  
(Corlet Walker & Jackson, 2019: 32) 
While the authors here specifically refer to indicators of societal progress, the argument can 
be extended to encompass wellbeing research in general. The last decades have seen 
encouraging developments in relational wellbeing research (e.g. Atkinson, 2013; White, 
2015) as well as in research that specifically approaches wellbeing from the perspective of 
sustainability (e.g. Gough, 2017; Jackson, 2017). As of now however, this research can be 
said to provide qualified, necessary, and elaborate frameworks for sustainable wellbeing, 
without specifying wellbeing itself. This is not necessarily a problem - after all, there is no 
reason why science only should contribute to providing understandings of the good life that 
can counter the consumerist approach (more on this below).  
Wellbeing as a ‘wicked problem’. 
Bache et al. (2016) use Rittel and Webber’s (1973) concepts of ‘wicked’ and ‘tame’ problems 
to analyse the current situation with wellbeing. Wicked problems are problems that are by 
their nature difficult to define and do not have definitive or objective answers. This 
resonates with the concept of wellbeing, as it is notoriously difficult to theorise. For Morrow 
and Mayall (2009: 221), wellbeing is a term that is ‘conceptually muddy… [but] pervasive’. In 
fact, it has become commonplace to point out the lack of consistency both within and 
across disciplines (Atkinson, 2013; Dodge et al., 2012). Dodge et al. (2012) argue that most 
academics and policy-makers provide descriptions of wellbeing rather than definitions. 
Reviews have shown that multiple academic and policy discourses are currently in use in 
relation to wellbeing (Atkinson & Joyce, 2011; Croning de Chavez et al., 2005; Ereaut & 
Whiting, 2008; McLeod & Wright, 2016). Wicked problems additionally ‘rely upon elusive 
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political judgement for resolution’ (Rittel & Webber, 1973: 160) and have no chance of ever 
being solved - they can at best be only re-solved over and over again. This is because: 
‘The formulation of a wicked problem is the problem! The process of formulating 
the problem and of conceiving a solution (or re-solution) is identical, since every 
specification of the problem is a specification of the direction in which a 
treatment is considered.’ 
(Rittel & Webber, 1973: 161 [original emphasis]).  
Here again, Bache et al. (2016) argue that this can be applied to wellbeing, as current 
debates each seek to emphasise particular angles: inequality, mental health, sustainability, 
and so on. This is particularly applicable to policy-making but can also be seen in academic 
research. 
Tame problems on the other hand, provide a clear objective and can be said to be 
objectively solved. This does not mean that these problems are necessarily simple. To 
illustrate, Bache et al. (2016) give the example of putting a man on the moon and returning 
him safely: while there may be multiple possible ways to ‘solve’ the problem, and the 
problem may demand advanced technical expertise, the ‘mission’ is straightforward and has 
a clear resolution point (that point being when the man has been on the moon and has 
safely returned).  
Bache et al. (2016: 903) argue that conceptualising wellbeing as a wicked problem puts into 
relief the difficulties of over-relying on scientific solutions. While the creation of better 
indicators, and the further development of wellbeing research is necessary, data ‘should not 
be expected to ‘’solve’’ this wicked problem but rather contribute to understanding the 
nature of the problem and therefore to the ongoing attempt to develop and frame 
provisional courses of action or ‘’re-solution’’’. Both Durant & Legge (2006) and Head (2008) 
argue for approaching wicked problems through deliberative-based models. This is 
incidentally well illustrated by the insights of Scott & Bell’s (2013) three year ethnographic 
study in a local authority in North East England that aimed to engage local people in 
developing a set of indicators that would convey a shared vision of local wellbeing and 
sustainability. The authors argue that while discursive struggles hampered the development 
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of the set of indicators, they facilitated the deliberation of different conceptions of 
wellbeing, participation, indicators, and policy-making process.  
In conclusion to their article, Bache et al. (2016) provide a word of caution and suggest that 
thinking of wellbeing as a wicked problem emphasises its inevitably political status. With 
such problems, the resolution is ‘not true-or-false, but good or bad’ (Rittel & Webber, 1973: 
162). Citing Scott (2012: 4), they remind the readers that wellbeing has ‘been mobilised in 
different ways, by different groups, to support different agendas over time. This makes it 
important to explore what and whose values are represented, which accounts dominate, 
what is their impact and on whom.’  
Conclusion. 
This chapter began with a broad overview of the evolution of meanings of the good life - 
the life worth living - throughout European and North American history, from the fifth 
century BCE to the twentieth century. This first part highlighted important developments in 
the biography of the concept of the good life that went on to be integrated into 
contemporary thought. It also made clear that our understandings of the good life - and in 
fact how good was qualified (as pleasurable, as virtuous, as flourishing, etc.) - have changed 
throughout our history.  
The second part of this chapter argued that in the twenty-first century, the good life was 
primarily conceptualised in relation to the concept of wellbeing (although, as I have shown, 
some articulate it in relation to happiness), and provided an overview of contemporary 
wellbeing research. I reviewed a variety of research approaches that was spurred by the 
acknowledgement of the need to go beyond economic indicators of societal progress due 
to the failings of the current economic system. This entails going beyond our current 
understandings of living well.  
The last part of the chapter shifted perspectives to consider wellbeing as discourse. In this 
last part, I argued that while contemporary research approaches to wellbeing offer 
important frameworks of wellbeing and tools for evaluation, it is not clear, as of yet, that 
there is an understanding of the good life that can supplant the consumerist good life. Yet, I 
also suggested that research may not need to have a prescriptive role in this search. The 
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status of wellbeing as a ‘wicked problem’ emphasises the need to involve lay people in this 
necessarily political meaning-making work.  
While science can provide frameworks for sustainable wellbeing, there is also a need to 
explore how discourses of wellbeing and understandings of the good life are used by lay 
people, and advance the search for understandings that can be compatible with these 
frameworks. This is particularly relevant in relation to young people and future generations 
as the climate crisis is likely to affect their opportunities for living good lives in an 
unprecedented manner.  
Having set the scene and justified an approach to understandings of the good life and 
discourses of wellbeing as normative constructs, in the next chapter I turn to reviewing 
research that has been carried out in relation to child and youth wellbeing more specifically. 
I am particularly attentive to research that elicits young people and children’s own accounts 
of wellbeing. 
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CHAPTER 3: Young people and the ‘good life’ 
Introduction. 
This chapter is the second literature review chapter. The first chapter provided a general 
review of the historical evolution of dominant understandings of the good life, and of the 
progression of wellbeing research. This chapter looks more specifically at research 
approaches to children’s and young people’s wellbeing. The first part of the chapter 
provides an overview of the historical developments in the field of child and youth wellbeing 
research from the twentieth century to today. It shows the evolution of our ideas about 
children and argues that contemporary research increasingly seeks out the views of children 
and young people on wellbeing. Given that children and young people do not live in a 
vacuum, their processes of meaning-making are subject to local and global forces that are 
likely to shape the emergent understandings. The second part explores two such forces: 
consumerism and the media. It deals in more detail with the consumerist understanding of 
the good life, and notably highlights how this understanding has been predominantly 
conveyed, linking it to the media. The last part of this chapter continues the review of 
contemporary research approaches that seek out children’s and young people’s views on 
wellbeing and highlights research gaps. The chapter ends by suggesting areas for research.  
Children, young people, and wellbeing. 
This first part starts by introducing current debates on what is meant by ‘children’ and 
‘young people’, notably highlighting that the social construction of the notions and their 
reported increasing ‘blurring’ can make it difficult to draw a distinction between the two. I 
then proceed to give an overview of the evolution of child and youth wellbeing research, 
and draw attention throughout to how children and young people are socially constructed 
and how these constructions impact the type of research that is carried out. 
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What do we mean by ‘children’ and ‘young people’? 
It is now rather well accepted that ideas about children, childhood, young people, and 
youth, are socially constructed (e.g. Anderson, 1980; Buckingham et al., 2015; Heywood, 
2009; Jones, 2009; Tonon, 2012, Wyn & White, 1997). ‘Youth’ is typically the term used in 
the UK to refer to ‘the life stage between childhood and adulthood’ (Kehily, 2007: 3). It is 
worth acknowledging that in casual conversation, youth can be used to encompass the 
whole period of life before adulthood. For instance, alongside Kehily’s (2007) definition, the 
Merriam-Webster dictionary defines youth as ‘the early period of existence, growth, or 
development’. Understanding these concepts as social constructs does not negate their 
reality nor does it repudiate the biological changes that a person undergoes throughout the 
first couple of decades of life but acknowledges that they will be understood and 
experienced in different ways, in different places and in different times. Additionally, they 
may be understood and experience differently by different people, as they intersect with 
other social categories such as class, race, gender (Matthews & Limb, 1999). As Matthews 
and Limb (1999: 67) argue, the categories of children and childhood - and to this one can 
easily add young people and youth - are not natural nor are they universal.  
James and James (2012) argue that age has become an aspect of the social construction of 
childhood and youth in Europe, North America, and Australasia. This is notably due to the 
occurrence of relatively common loosely age-based physical and physiological changes. 
Hormonal changes, for instance, are usually understood to mark the passage from 
childhood to adolescence (Kehily, 2007). Indeed, the concept of ‘youth’ is related to that of 
‘adolescence’, which denotes the physiological aspects of that period. Both are traditionally 
understood as periods of transition, but while ‘adolescence’ refers to a period of 
physiological development, ‘youth’ is a socially constructed category (Furlong, 2013; Kehily, 
2013). However, there is no agreement on the age range that defines children and young 
people (Selwyn & Wood, 2015). Additionally, while age can be objectively assessed, 
experiences of age(ing) and of the passage of time are variable (James & James, 2012). It is 
the cultural understandings and social construction of life stages that ‘give the process of 
growing up, and of ageing, its social meaning’ (Wyn & White, 1997: 10). In this sense, youth 
and childhood cannot be simply defined as biological states with well-delimited boundaries 
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of physiological changes but must be understood as constructs that are emergent from the 
ways in which society is organised (Kehily, 2013). The social meanings of youth and 
childhood are constantly contested by adults, the media, young people and children 
themselves, and so on (James et al., 1998).  
Kehily (2013) argues that in European and North American societies, the institutionalisation 
of schooling and the regulation of child labour has contributed to setting childhood and 
youth apart from adulthood. But some researchers suggest that the meaning of youth is 
changing in contemporary European and North American societies and the term is 
becoming ‘more elastic’ (Buckingham et al., 2015: 269). There is, indeed, a growing debate 
about the ‘blurring’ of the boundaries between childhood and youth on the one hand 
(Bragg & Buckingham, 2013) and youth and adulthood on the other (Du Bois Reymond, 
2009). This thesis does not aim to clarify or elaborate on the existing work in relation to the 
categories of childhood, youth, and adulthood, and the social construction of these 
categories, and I do not develop the debate any further. However, this ongoing debate 
suggests that both work on children’s and young people’s wellbeing will be of relevance to 
this thesis. 
The evolution and current state of youth wellbeing research. 
The concept of wellbeing is particularly prominent within youth studies (Wyn, 2009) and has 
seen an increase in policy and research focus over the last three decades. In this section, I 
briefly outline the evolution and current state of youth wellbeing research. I highlight some 
of the commonly used approaches to youth wellbeing using Rees et al.’s (2010a) typology. 
Throughout, I draw attention to how childhood and children were understood in each one 
as these social constructions underpinned how children’s and young people’s wellbeing was 
researched (Morrow & Mayall, 2009). I then provide an overview of the most common 
approaches to children’s and young people’s views on their wellbeing.  
Evolution of youth wellbeing research.  
Until the twentieth century, children and young people were mostly subsumed under the 
category of the household and family income was used as a proxy for wellbeing (Mayall, 
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2002). Social sciences took a long time to depart from psychological behaviourism when it 
came to childhood research (Heywood, 2009). In sociology and anthropology for instance, 
until the 1960s the emphasis was on children’s development and socialisation only, and 
childhood was conceptualised as a universal life stage, set apart from the adult word. 
Children were seen in terms of their potential as future adults, and much focus was directed 
to ensuring that the ‘immature, irrational, incompetent, asocial, and cultural child [turn] into 
a mature, rational, competent, social, and autonomous adult’ (Heywood, 2009: 3). 
Retrospectively, this approach is sometimes dubbed ‘well-becoming’.  
In this framework, the first studies that attempted to take individual children as units of 
analysis were those falling under the umbrella of the Social Indicators Movement and used 
an objectivist approach. At the time, children were still mostly believed to be lacking the 
cognitive capacities that would enable them to be capable research respondents 
(Darbyshire et al., 2005). Sometimes, adults were asked to respond for the children they 
were responsible for. Studies primarily measured child wellbeing using ‘survival 
indicators’ (Ben-Arieh, 2008) such as rates of mortality, disease, and social problems 
affecting children (e.g. illiteracy, school failure, etc.). In England this type of study is 
exemplified by the Local Index of Child Well-Being (Bradshaw et al., 2009). Scholars agree 
that while this approach is useful for understanding children’s wellbeing at the macro-level, it 
tends to miss the specific context of children’s lives (Moore et al., 2014).  
With the aim of producing research data that would access children’s subjective worlds, 
scholars turned towards assessment in the form of self-report surveys. Children were 
increasingly believed to be capable of answering for themselves, and their views on their 
own wellbeing gained scholarly attention. In Europe and North America, the most widely 
used assessment scale was Huebner’s (1994) Multi-Dimensional Student Life Satisfaction 
Scale, which measured wellbeing in five domains: family, friends, school, living environment, 
and self. Additionally, large social surveys such as Understanding Society (previously known 
as the British Household Panel Survey) began to incorporate self-report instruments for 
young people aged 10 and above. These surveys were still generally designed by adults, 
and children had little input into which domains should be used to assess their wellbeing.  
The 1990s saw the popularisation of the term ‘youth wellbeing’, seldom employed before 
then (McLeod & Wright, 2015). This coincided with the development of the New Sociology 
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of Childhood, spearheaded by James and Prout (1990), which called for a change of 
paradigm in how children were conceptualised. The New Sociology of Childhood aimed to 
recognise the child as a social being who has agency in influencing the progression of her 
own life and that of the lives of those around her, highlight the heterogeneity of childhood, 
and pay attention to the specific context of children’s lives and to their own understandings 
of it (James & Prout, 1990). The New Sociology of Childhood called for a recognition of the 
importance of child and youth wellbeing in the present and criticised approaches that only 
focused on childhood outcomes. At the time, self-report surveys used to evaluate children’s 
wellbeing were criticised by the scholars of the New Sociology of Childhood who argued 
that it could not be assumed that the areas of wellbeing that adults emphasised were the 
ones which children valued. Accordingly, scholars of the New Sociology of Childhood 
argued that most research until then was ‘research on’ rather than ‘research with’ and 
‘research for’ children (Darbyshire, 2000; Oakley, 1994).  
Informed by this perspective the turn of the twenty-first century saw the emergence of child-
centred wellbeing studies in which wellbeing indicators were developed through 
consultation with children. The first UK large-scale child-centric project was undertaken by 
the Children’s Society in 2005 and surveyed 11,000 young people aged 14 to 16. The survey 
identified ten key areas of youth wellbeing: family, friends, leisure, school, education and 
learning, behaviour, local environment, community, money, attitudes, and health (The 
Children’s Society, 2006). Shortly after, in 2007, Fattore et al. consulted over a hundred 
children aged 8-15 in New South Wales for the elaboration of a child-centric wellbeing 
index. After analysis of the findings, five dimensions of positive wellbeing emerged: 
autonomy and agency, keeping safe and feeling secure, positive sense of self and 
development of self, sufficient and adequate material resources, and physical environment 
and home. In 2010, another UK-based child-centric index of wellbeing was developed by 
Rees et al. (2010b) and encompassed dimensions such as family or carers, friends, health, 
appearance, time-use, future, home, money and possessions, schools, and amount of 
choice.  
Additionally, scholars made increasing use of qualitative and creative research methods, 
typically (but not always) as a way to supplement and inform large scale surveys. The focus 
on the child initiated a wave of research interested in developing methodological 
approaches that were considered to be ‘child-friendly’ (Punch, 2002), hoping to redress the 
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power imbalances between children and adults that exist in research, and to give children 
more agency in the research process (Morrow, 1999). These included the use of 
photography (e.g. Darbyshire et al., 2005; Gabhainn & Sixsmith, 2005), filmmaking, diaries, 
maps, neighbourhood tours and drawings (e.g. Ennew and Morrow, 1994). While these 
methods were not necessarily developed in the context of wellbeing research, they were 
also used in this field. Scholars increasingly used creative methods to focus on particular 
aspects of children’s wellbeing, such as physical activity and obesity (Darbyshire et al., 2005) 
or the influence of community artistic projects on teenagers’ mental health (Hadland & 
Stickley, 2010). 
Today, child and youth wellbeing is approached both from objectivist and subjectivist 
perspectives, and most of the methods that were developed from the 20th century onwards 
are still in use. Assessments of children and young people’s wellbeing in the UK are 
undertaken by multiple national and international bodies, such as the UNICEF, the Child 
Poverty Action Group, the Office for National Statistics, the Children’s Society, the 
Childhood Wellbeing Research Centre, the OECD, and the Early Intervention Foundation, 
among others. Additionally, a substantial amount of research is undertaken by independent 
researchers. Researchers and research bodies have a wide range of motivations for 
engaging with youth and child wellbeing. For Axford (2008), evaluations of child and youth 
wellbeing are generally motivated by a concern with children’s and young people’s needs, 
rights, poverty and inequality, quality of life, and social inclusion or exclusion. These 
differing motivations influence the choice of methods and the focus of the evaluation. 
The measurement of children’s and young people’s wellbeing is fiercely debated in 
academic circles for a variety of reasons, such as the lack of consensus on key domains or 
their weighting, or the lack of research undertaken with marginalised children and young 
people (see Dex & Hollingworth, 2012; Fernandes et al., 2012; Lippman et al., 2009; 
Morrow & Mayall, 2009; Pollard & Lee, 2003; Selwyn & Wood, 2015; Statham & Chase, 
2010). Of particular interest to this thesis, and despite the progress made by the researchers 
of the New Sociology of Childhood, scholars have been voicing the relative neglect of 
children’s and young people’s own definitions of wellbeing. In many cases, measures of child 
and youth wellbeing are adapted from research that has been carried out with adults and 
use the same domains, despite mounting evidence that children and adults understand 
wellbeing differently (see LaValle et al., 2012; Sixsmith et al., 2007). Additionally, the United 
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Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (1989) states that all children have a right to 
be consulted in matters that involve them and be taken seriously.  
Approaches to children’s and young people’s views on wellbeing. 
Contemporary research has seen an increasing push to seek out children’s and young 
people’s subjective evaluations of their lives (Pollock et al., 2018) and their own definitions 
of wellbeing (Redmond et al., 2016). This strand of research is still at a relatively early stage 
(Goswami et al., 2016) and much remains to be explored, notably in relation to younger 
children’s perspectives (Ben-Arieh, 2005), cross-cultural comparison (Wilmes & Andresen, 
2015); the views of children and young people in particular situations, such as care (Selwyn 
& Wood, 2015) and the participation of children and young people in the collection, 
analysis, and dissemination of data on their wellbeing (Ben-Arieh, 2005). In this section, I 
briefly outline some of these topics , but necessarily focus my review on aspects of more 3
relevance to this thesis. 
Most studies that aim to elicit children’s and young people’s views favour participative 
approaches, at least in an early stage. Larsson et al. (2018) distinguish between consultative 
participation and collaborative participation. The notion of consultative participation 
acknowledges children’s and young people’s expertise in their own wellbeing. Consultative 
research with children and young people involves them in sharing their views on and 
experiences of wellbeing, often through questionnaires (The Children’s Society, 2008), focus 
groups (Holder et al., 2011; Parry et al., 2010), and individual interviews (Parry et al., 2010), 
but also increasingly though visual methods (Gabhainn & Sixsmith, 2005). This type of 
research however does not typically give children control over the focus and aims of the 
research, nor does it involve them in the collection, analysis, or dissemination of results. 
Research that involves the collaborative participation of children and young people seeks to 
engage them in various stages of project design, data collection, analysis, and 
dissemination. These approaches, although valuable (see Ben-Arieh, 2005), are rarer, partly 
 Note that I keep the review of the use of visual methods in research on children’s and young 3
people’s views on their wellbeing, and the use of discourse approaches, for the third part of this 
chapter. 
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due to their time and resource intensity (but see Gabhainn & Sixsmith, 2005). Most current 
approaches to children’s and young people’s views on wellbeing are consultative. 
In a state of the art review at the time, Dex and Hollingworth (2012) provide a useful 
typology of existing approaches to children’s and young people’s views on wellbeing on the 
basis of the focus of the research. They argue that a first category of studies cover the 
wellbeing of children and young people in general - namely, they ask about wellbeing in 
ways that would be relevant and appropriate to almost any and all children and young 
people. A second category focuses on understandings of wellbeing in relation to a particular 
aspect of life relevant to many children, such as school or family. A third category focuses on 
the understandings of wellbeing of a particular group of children, for instance children living 
in poverty. A final category of studies seeks out the understandings of more localised and 
specific groups of children. An example here would be children and young people entering 
or leaving care. All four of these categories can contribute important insights for this thesis, 
although studies that fall into the first category highlighted by Dex and Hollingworth (2012) 
may be the most relevant ones. 
A wide majority of research that seeks out children’s and young people’s views does so in 
the aim of creating indicators based on their views. The logic behind this type of approach is 
that children and young people are better placed than adults to know which aspects are 
relevant to their wellbeing (and hence should be evaluated and monitored) and which are 
not (Ben-Arieh, 2005). Accordingly, these studies typically seek to identify aspects of 
wellbeing that are important to children and young people. This is often done through 
surveys that include open-ended questions. An eminent example here would be the survey 
initiated by the Children’s Society in the UK in 2005 that I mentioned earlier. Other examples 
of such studies include the Australian Child Well-Being Project (Redmond et al., 2016), 
Gabhainn and Sixsmith’s (2005) research with Irish school children, as well as Fattore et al. 
(2016) Children’s Understandings of Wellbeing. Importantly, all of these studies distilled 
children’s and young people’s contributions down to themes or domains that could be acted 
upon.  
Another strand of research seeks to improve particular areas of young people’s lives. 
Similarly to approaches seeking to develop better indicators, these studies break down 
young people’s discourses into manageable and communicable themes for improvement. 
!48
The Young Lives project sought to better understand children’s experiences of poverty in 
Ethiopia, Andhra Pradesh (India), Peru, and Vietnam to identify helpful policies and 
programmes (Crivello et al., 2009). Thoilliez (2011) worked with boys and girls from Spanish 
public and charter primary schools (ages 6-12) to understand how they perceive the world 
they live in, and which aspects they would like to change.  These insights were then used to 
make recommendations for educational practice.  
Some of these projects (e.g. Crivello et al., 2009; Redmond et al., 2016) report that while 
young people in different cultural and socio-economic settings often identify similar key 
domains of wellbeing, there is considerable variation in the definitions and hierarchies of 
these key domains. Matthews and Limb (1999: 73) elaborate on the differentiation of 
understandings by arguing that ‘there is not one culture of childhood but many different 
temporal cultures’. Quoting Wulff (1995: 65), they argue that these cultures are constituted 
through ‘flows of meaning that people create and interpret when they communicate with 
each other’.  
For Holloway and Valentine (2000), the creation of these cultures is shaped both by ‘global’ 
and by ‘local’ processes. However, global processes are understood in accordance with 
Massey’s (1994) definition, as processes that are both global and local that ‘operate in 
particular local areas, thus shaping that area, but also themselves being remade in the 
process’ (Holloway & Valentine, 2000: 767). By the same token, local cultures are products of 
interactions that are both shaped by local and global influences. Local and global are 
embedded, rather than dichotomous categories. Hence, the ways in which children and 
young people understand wellbeing and their aspirations for a good life are likely to be 
influenced both by their significant others and the local context of their lives, and by the 
wider economic, social, political, and cultural processes. I now turn to consider two such 
intertwined processes - consumerism and media - and leave a more thorough discussion of 
the existing work on children’s and young people’s understandings of living well to the last 
part of this chapter. 
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Meaning-making, the consumerist good life, and media. 
The conceptualisation of meaning-making as a process subjected both to local and global 
forces emphasises the need to look both at children’s and young people’s understandings of 
living well, and at the forces that are likely to shape them. Of particular relevance to this 
thesis are consumerism and media: both offer important symbolic resources for meaning-
making. I start by introducing research that focuses on the symbolic role of consumer goods 
and highlight two criticisms that have been raised against consumerism with regards to 
human wellbeing. Then, I consider the agency that we have in using consumerist meaning-
making resources and notably focus on the research carried out in relation to children. I 
suggest that the media plays an important role in making consumerist (and other) meaning-
making resources available and consider children’s and young people’s use of digital media. 
Finally, I review research that seeks to establish the characteristics of contemporary digital 
media and I highlight how these characteristics might play a role in digitally mediated 
processes of meaning-making.  
The symbolic role of consumer goods and the critiques of consumerism. 
This first part introduces well-established cultural and social theories on consumerism. It 
focuses on theories that establish the symbolic role of consumer goods, before providing an 
overview of long-standing critiques of consumerism. 
Introducing the symbolic value of consumer goods: personal and social identity. 
In the previous chapter, I argued that the current dominant understanding of the good life - 
at least in Europe, North America, and Australasia, is the consumerist approach to living 
well. Consumerism differs from consumption in that while consumption is a necessary aspect 
of human existence (we all need food, water, and shelter), consumerism is a cultural 
condition, characteristic of consumer societies, in which an increasing number of cultural 
functions are carried out and satisfied through the consumption of commodities (Evans & 
Jackson, 2008). Theories aiming to explain consumer behaviour in consumer societies 
abound: some approach consumption as a functional attempt to improve wellbeing (Begg 
et al., 2003), others as underpinned by display and status-seeking motivations (Veblen, 
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1898), or as evolutionary adaptation (Ridley, 1994) (see Jackson, 2005 for an extensive 
review). Most helpfully for this thesis, a rich body of research supports the hypothesis that 
consumer goods hold symbolic value and, beyond their functional purpose, are crucial in 
mediating meanings (Baudrillard, 1970; Bauman, 1998; Campbell, 2003; Douglas & 
Isherwood, 1979; McCracken, 1990; Sahlins, 1976). Consumer goods provide useful 
resources for conveying meanings, both to ourselves and to others, about ourselves and our 
relationships, our aspirations and desires, our belonging to certain groups and not others 
(Jackson, 2005).  
Theories of the role played by consumer goods in the construction and communication of 
personal identity are the most developed application of the symbolism of consumer goods. 
For instance, in a study of 8-13 year-olds drawn from six socio-economically varied schools 
across England, Scotland, and Northern Ireland, Nairn and Spotswood (2015) showed that 
material goods were considered by the participants as markers of identity. An early 
manifestation of this strand of theories can be found in James’ (1890: 291) suggestion that:  
‘A man’s Self is the sum total of all that he can call his, not only his body and his 
psychic powers, but his clothes and his house, his wife and his children, his 
ancestors and friends, his reputation and works, his lands, and yacht, and bank-
account.' 
Today, the most renowned approach to the role played by consumer goods in the creation 
of personal identity is that of Belk (1988). For Belk (1988: 139), as ‘major contributors to and 
reflections of our identities’, consumer goods are part of our ‘extended selves’. Individuals 
incorporate a material artefact into their personal identities through ownership, creation and 
alteration, as well as knowledge of and habituation to the object. A large body of literature 
deals with the singularisation and de-commodification of consumer goods (Appadurai, 
1986; Belk et al., 1989; Campbell, 2005; Czikszentmihalyi & Rochberg-Halton, 1981) and 
explores the mechanisms through which commodities are ‘transmuted’ into ‘potentially 
inalienable culture’ (Miller, 1987: 215). For my purpose however, it is sufficient to note, with 
Belk (1988: 160), that ‘it seems an inescapable fact of modern life that we learn, define, and 
remind ourselves of who we are by our possessions’. Although originally formulated to apply 
to material consumer goods, Belk’s (1988) theory of the extended self could easily be 
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updated and applied to ‘immaterial’ consumer goods such as travel, or to virtual goods (see 
Belk, 2013; Odom et al., 2011).  
A wholly social endeavour. 
Goods can also play a thoroughly social role. First, they have been said to participate in the 
creation, maintenance, and communication of social identity. White (2015), gives the 
illustrating example of rice in Bangladeshi culture. It is not merely a source of calories, but 
what she calls ‘a condensed symbol of community’. Eating rice is not an act that is simply 
carried out in order to satisfy one’s hunger, but also plays a role in understandings of love, 
identity, entitlement, and belonging, as it matters who it is eaten with, and who it is not. 
Particular goods can denote belonging to a social group or alternative subculture 
(Buckingham et al., 2015). Second, goods can mediate relationships. As Miller (2001: 229) 
argues, ‘a pair of Nike trainers or Gap jeans might be extraordinarily eloquent about the 
care a mother has for her child’.  
Most importantly, in consumer societies, commodities play a crucial role in our personal and 
collective search for meaning. For Campbell (1987: 90), modern consumerism is essentially 
hedonistic and underpinned by our desire to materialise the ‘pleasurable dramas’ that we 
have imagined. The variety of consumer goods offers extensive possibilities for attempting 
to realise our ‘pleasurable dramas’. The reality of the experience of consumer goods 
however pales with our imaginary musings, ensuring the ongoing consumption of goods. 
McCracken (1998), provides a similar, but perhaps more social analysis of the symbolic role 
of commodities. For him, each culture must maintain a gap between the ideals that it 
aspires to and their lived reality. Failure to do so would risk the demise of our highest values, 
but complete inaccessibility could result in anomie. Accordingly, we must remove our ideals 
from daily life to keep them ‘within reach but out of danger’ (McCracken, 1998: 160). 
McCracken argues that consumer goods can be understood as bridges to these displaced 
meanings. In Dittmar’s (2007: 214) words, consumer goods stand for ‘a whole set of 
aspirations, assumed relationships, and wished-for circumstances that go with having them’. 
Acquiring a particular good enables us to draw in closer to the displaced meaning all the 
while preserving its displacement. The variety of consumer goods and their brilliant failure 
!52
to recover displaced meanings ensure that our appetite for future consumption is never fully 
satisfied (Jackson, 2005).  
Hence, in consumer societies, commodities become an important symbolic resource for the 
construction both of self and of social identity. Elliott and Wattanasuwan (1998a) argue that 
the meaning of consumer goods is both derived from the mediated experience of 
advertising, and from the lived experience of the products and serviced offered. Quoting 
Markus and Nurius (1986: 954), they argue that: 
‘An individual is free to create any variety of possible selves, yet the pool of 
possible selves derives from the categories made salient by the individual’s 
particular sociocultural and historical context and from the models, images, and 
symbols provided by the media and by the individual’s immediate social 
experiences.’ 
I come back to the media below, but first it is worth briefly developing the idea that the 
meanings of material artifacts are not fixed, and rather subject to constant negotiation in 
contextually specific social interactions. For Douglas and Isherwood (1979), the acquisition 
and exchange of consumer goods can be characterised as a social conversation that 
provides moral judgements on how one ought to live one’s life and what ought to be good 
about it. In the process, this social conversation helps create a meaningful common world 
and define an individual’s place within it. 
Consumerism and wellbeing. 
Over the last hundred years, the relationship between consumerism and wellbeing has 
generated heated debates among social and cultural theorists. Broadly speaking, the 
debates are fuelled by two kinds of concerns. A first concern is with the impact that 
consumerism has on wellbeing. Chapter 2 gave a brief overview of the bases for the belief 
that consumption increases could straightforwardly be equated with societal progress and I 
do not reproduce these here.  Additionally, some social and cultural theorists, most notably 
of the postmodern persuasion, have argued that consumerism plays a crucial role in 
satisfying human needs and desires for self-actualisation, status, and novel experiences (e.g. 
Featherstone, 1991). However, a range of critiques have been raised against these 
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arguments. Notably, theorists have been disputing the extent to which consumerism could 
be said to provide ‘true’ wellbeing.  
Drawing a distinction between pleasure and happiness, Bauman (2002) argues that 
consumer societies make available a range of pleasures that provide instant gratification. 
However, these pleasures lead to an ersatz happiness, one that constantly needs to be 
fuelled with yet new products and experiences. Not only do the instant pleasures provided 
by consumer goods detract us from seeking true happiness, the logic of instant gratification 
and disposal entertained with consumer goods extends to our personal relationships. James 
(2007) characterises modern consumer culture as ‘affluenza’ - a social pathology that fails to 
increase individual happiness, creates inequalities, and justifies individualist pursuits over the 
good of communities. Others however, dismiss these critiques as moralistic and elitist. Miller 
(2001) famously argued that rather than undermining our social relationships, consumer 
goods are a way to enhance them.  
A second and related concern is with the extent of the ability that individuals have to freely 
choose to consume. On the one hand, broadly postmodern approaches stress the creative 
freedoms afforded by modern consumerism (e.g. Campbell, 1987; Featherstone, 1991). The 
sheer quantity of consumer goods and their affordability offers us the opportunity to create 
a myriad of possible selves, breaking down in the process traditional social structures 
(Featherstone, 1991). On the other, approaches originating from Marx’s (1867) early critique 
of commodity fetishism question the relationship between consumer items and freedom. 
Illustrative of this broad strand of approaches, Adorno and Horkheimer (1947) criticise the 
commercialisation of meaning creation and question the veracity of the notion of individual 
choice. In consumer societies, the meanings of consumer goods, as is suggested by Markus 
and Nurius (1986) and by others (e.g. Dittmar, 2007; Elliott & Wattanasuwan, 1998a; 
Galbraith, 1958; Schor, 2005), are at least in part conveyed by advertising. Galbraith (1958) 
famously argued that advertising companies create false wants for consumers in order to 
drive private profits. While Galbraith (1958) may be harshly dismissive of the agency of 
individuals, many have highlighted that advertising (and media in general) provides 
symbolisms that, while assumed to be trivial, can have a significant effect on our beliefs 
(Dittmar, 2007; Kilbourne, 1999; Rose, 1996).  
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Young people, consumerism, and media.  
If consumer goods have an important symbolic role in the creation of our personal and 
social identities, as well as in the pursuit of higher social meanings, we must ask how much 
freedom we have in using these symbols. It has become common place to state that recent 
years have seen an intensification of the commercialisation of young people’s lives (e.g. 
Quart, 2003). Concurrently, scholars have accorded increased attention to young people’s 
consumer practices. Studies on children’s and young people’s consumer practices can 
broadly be broken down into two categories: those concerned with what constitutes 
children’s consumer practices (e.g. Sparrman et al., 2012), and those who debate whether 
children are duped by the market or are empowered consumers (e.g. Calvert, 2008). This 
latter strand of research resonates with the arguments that I have highlighted in the above 
section. I develop it further in relation to children and young people here. 
Early approaches: debates of structure and agency. 
Debate about children’s and young people’s consumption is long standing (see Cook, 2004; 
Seiter, 1993) however, recent decades have seen growing anxiety about the 
commercialisation of childhood (Buckingham, 2007). The topic of young people’s and 
children’s consumer practices is a particularly thorny one notably due to the different 
understandings of children and childhood that come into play. My brief explanations below 
are somewhat caricatural, but illustrate significant streams of thought in relation to children’s 
and young people’s engagement with consumer culture. For Cook (2005), children’s 
participation in commercial market activity refers to and informs two competing notions of 
childhood. 
The first notion assumes an original separation of children from commerce. Consumer 
culture is conceptualised as a corrupting and dangerous force that children should be 
protected from. Indeed, the marketisation of children’s lives has sometimes been 
understood to be depriving them of their childhood (Giroux, 2001). Some scholars (e.g. 
Adams, 2003) have denounced ‘corporate pedophilia’ in relation to marketing and 
advertising aimed at children and young people. These direct marketing and advertising 
practices have been particularly criticised in relation to the sexualisation of young girls for 
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profit (Russel & Tyler, 2005). For some scholars, marketing aimed at children should be 
strongly regulated (Palmer, 2006). This first strand of critique illuminates moral concerns 
about the corruption of a protected sphere or childhood, and resonates with Postman’s 
(1994) broader concerns with the easy access that TV has afforded children to ‘adult’ 
content. The precocious exposure of children to the adult world, be it specifically in relation 
to consumer culture or to adult matters in general, is said to result in our inability to nurture 
a culture of childhood (Postman, 1994).   
Some scholars suggest, in resonance with the earlier arguments of Adorno and Horkheimer 
(1947) or Marcuse (1964), that marketers convince young people and children to strive for 
ersatz happiness (Hill, 2011; Schor, 2005). For Schor (2005), the increase of child-targeted 
advertising in volume of ads and in the diversification of their content (e.g. alcohol ads) is 
creating a generation armed with highly materialistic values and a belief that ownership of 
some specific products is essential for self-esteem. A multiplicity of scholars and child 
advocates have further argued that high exposure to advertisements and commodified 
content is not without consequence for youth wellbeing. For instance, Nairn et al. (2007) 
argue for a recognition of the links between ‘watching’, ‘wanting’, and ‘wellbeing’. Young 
children are said to lack the cognitive skills to understand the selling intent of 
advertisements (Adler et al., 1980), although these studies have also been disputed (see 
Hansen et al., 2002). Nonetheless, it is believed that the child should be slowly introduced 
to the consumption of goods by caring and responsible adults who will teach her to be 
critical of consumer culture and the particular understanding of the good life that underpins 
it.  
The second notion frames the child as a knowing being who perpetually devises his or her 
own cultural meanings. Here, the child is no dupe to marketers’ schemes, and rather 
subverts the original meanings of goods (Chin, 2001; Gentina et al., 2012), uses 
advertisements to gain information about products (Hite & Eck, 1987), and is creative in his 
or her use of consumer goods (Levinson et al., 1992; Loebenberg, 2012). This second view is 
unsurprisingly popular among marketers (e.g. Fromm & Read, 2018; Sutherland & 
Thompson, 2003; Weise, 2019) - the child-agent is of paramount importance to businesses, 
as it justifies further consumption and relentless advertising. Marketers argue that rather 
than soliciting false wants in children and young people, they identify their true and formally 
unacknowledged needs and desires (Lindstrom & Seybold, 2003). But this understanding of 
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the child also periodically appears among childhood studies scholars who wish to reassert 
the agency of the child (Loebenberg, 2012). Consumer goods and culture provide 
opportunities for the child to engage in creativity and self-expression, further develop 
personal tastes and desires, and exercise the right to make her own choices (Ng et al., 
2003). This is not without recalling the arguments of the broadly ‘postmodern’ researchers 
that I have introduced in the previous section.  
Young people, media, and wellbeing. 
The dispute introduced above highlights the relationship between the consumerist 
understanding of the good life and the media. These are particularly salient in relation to 
young people because they are sometimes believed to have a special relationship with the 
media. For Kline (1993: 74), by the last decade of the twentieth century, television had 
become the ‘undisputed leader in the production of children’s culture’. And although Paul 
Porter, the chairman of the Federal Communications Commission from 1944 to 1946, 
initially envisaged the television as an educational tool, and declared that its ‘illuminating 
light will go far’ (MacDonald, 1990: 41), many decried the commercialisation of TV content 
(Kline, 1993; Schor, 2005). But the time children spend watching TV has seen a continuous 
decrease over the years and has slowly been superseded by the time they spend online - 
although the two activities can sometimes be carried out concurrently (Ofcom, 2018). 
Additionally, in the UK, children and young people are said to increasingly turn to on-
demand television services such as Netflix or Amazon Prime Video, as opposed to 
traditional television channels (Ofcom, 2018). Accordingly, marketing techniques have 
moved away from generalised television adverts towards more personalised online 
approaches (Buckingham, 2007; Calvert, 2008). These new approaches include 
advergames , product placements in films or series, branded websites and mobile 4
applications, as well as social media influencers (Buckingham, 2007; Hudders et al., 2016). 
These new ad formats tend to be more interactive and participative, and increasingly rely on 
peer-to-peer advertising.  
 Advergames are games that, in one way or another, contain advertisements either for a brand or 4
for a product. 
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The critique of the commercialisation of media, and of online media in particular, parallels 
and intertwines with critiques of young people’s use of online media. The generation that 
comes after the Millennials has alternatively been named ‘digital natives’, ‘iGeneration’, 
‘Gen Tech, ‘Gen Wii’, or ‘Net Gen’. These names highlight the (at least perceived) specificity 
of this generation: its comfort with and dependency on new media digital technologies and 
the internet access that they afford. This is, of course, a simplification, and levels of access 
(as well as skill) are not equally shared among all young people. The Office for National 
Statistics recorded that in 2018, 12% of those aged between 11 and 18 reported having no 
internet access at home from a computer or a tablet (but did have access on a mobile 
phone). An additional 1% of young people declared having no internet access at home at 
all. While this is non-negligible, it does suggest that most young people in the UK today 
have access to internet at least in some form. Yet, as Livingstone and Helsper argued (2007), 
‘mere access’ is not sufficient to ensure equality of opportunity and does not suggest that all 
young people use the internet in the same way (Eynon & Geniet, 2019). Digital practices 
have been said to vary according to individual capacities, preferences, history, social milieu, 
economic resources, age, interests, and so on (Ellison & boyd, 2013). 
Nonetheless, children’s and young people’s use of digital media has been the subject of rife 
lay and academic disputes. Alongside concerns about the commercialisation of digital 
media (Calvert, 2008), critiques have raised worries that digital media may be damaging to 
young people’s wellbeing and mental health, particularly in the case of ‘heavy users’ (Clifton 
et al., 2013). Most prominently, critiques question the quality of relationships that media 
users build online, as opposed to those that they entertain offline. These stretch back to 
early claims regarding the separation of the internet from the real world in which the internet 
was conceptualised as ‘cyberspace’ (Barlow, 1996). Early research into computer-mediated 
interaction typically concluded that digital technology was ‘inhospitable’ for social 
relationships (Baym, 1998). Today however, most research tends to undermine any sharp 
disconnect between online and offline (e.g. Hine, 2015; James et al., 2017; Miller & Slater, 
2000). Young people are said to instead use online communication as a way to complement 
face-to-face interactions (Katz & Rice, 2002; Livingstone & Brake, 2010). However, the extent 
to which digital technology can be distracting from other activities, and thus from forming 
‘real life’ friendships, is subject to some debate. A study (Rideout, 2015) showed that 44% of 
a nationally representative sample of U.S. teenagers (aged 13-18) agreed that using social 
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media can at least ‘somewhat’ distract them from the people they are with in person. 
Ultimately, wellbeing outcomes are shown to be highly differentiated in relation to, among 
other things, the type of technology used (Rosen et al., 2014), individual disclosures and 
responses (Frison et al., 2014), as well as the content one engages with (Meier et al., 2014). 
Towards a more nuanced view of the child.  
Ultimately, whether critiques are directed at children and young people’s relationships with 
consumer culture, or at their use of media, they are typically underpinned by a view of the 
child or young person as vulnerable and in need of adult protection. On the other hand, the 
enthusiastic embrace of the child-agent promotes a being that is wiser than adults are 
(Buckingham, 2007). For Cook (2005) by straightforwardly embracing the empowered child, 
many scholars have painted themselves into a corner where any criticism of consumer 
culture and commercial industries seems absurd, since the child-agent is antithetical to 
exploitation. Equally, there are good reasons to question arguments that are deployed to 
condemn children’s and young people’s consumer practices based on a presumed 
impressionability and lack of skills. Children and young people may be more ‘media literate’ 
than their parents or legal guardians (Livingstone, 2006), yet media literacy does not 
necessarily result in invulnerability.  
A growing number of scholars attempt to nuance the two views of childhood. In an 
exploration of the relationship between gender and consumer culture in the context of 
transitions from childhood to teenager-hood, Russel and Tyler (2005: 227) present childhood 
(as any other stage) as an intersubjective experience that ‘involves the constant and complex 
renegotiation of a range of social and cultural identities’. Human life is thus presented as an 
ongoing intersubjective process of ‘becoming’. Here however, becoming is not taken to 
solely refer to ‘becoming adult’, but as a necessary condition of the living as continuously 
moving forward. Russel and Tyler (2005) are particularly attentive to the ways in which young 
people become gendered consumers. The authors explore two different cultural scripts: that 
of ‘branding’ and that of ‘bricolage’. The ‘branding’ script refers to the moral concerns with 
the commodification of children and young people through the intensification of marketing 
aimed at these groups. The ‘bricolage’ script refers to the discourses of those who 
emphasise the creativity of the child-agent in the face of commercialisation. In a carefully 
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presented argument, Russel and Tyler (2005: 235) argue that the experiences of the girls 
involved in their research were not simply shaped ‘by either branding or bricolage but by a 
precocious and provisional, often ambivalent, interrelationship between the two’. 
Buckingham (2007: 18) argues that it is entirely possible that children (and adults) can be 
‘active and sophisticated readers of media, but might nevertheless still be influenced’. Cook 
(2005: 158) urges for a recognition of children as ‘both subjects and objects, persons and 
symbols, active and passive - that is, like the rest of us’. Although Cook and Buckingham 
have different focuses (consumer culture for Cook, media use for Buckingham), both 
acknowledge that both structure and agency are important in our understanding of children, 
young people, and human beings in general. While the market attempts to define children’s 
needs and wants, children are also active in their meaning-making practices, which they 
carry out both in relation to consumer culture and media, and in relation to other things. 
The importance and characteristics of digital media.  
This section provides an overview of research seeking to identify the characteristics of 
contemporary digital media. It starts with a brief review of the evolution of the 
conceptualisation of the internet before introducing contemporary research highlighting 
three key aspects of the internet: as embedded, embodied, and everyday (Hine, 2015). I 
then outline why these characteristics matter in relation to meaning-making processes that 
are digitally-mediated.  
Cyberspace: promises and doubts.  
Alongside a range of criticisms, the early conceptualisation of the internet as 
‘cyberspace’ (Barlow, 1996) gave rise to optimistic beliefs about the democratic potential of 
the virtual. Hine (2015: 33) argues that the internet was seen as a new frontier which ‘could 
be colonised by whatever new structures and identities people wished to build’. Among 
other things, the internet was presented as an opportunity for breaking down existing 
societal structures that gave some groups power over others, privileged certain forms of 
knowledge, and oppressed particular identities (Turkle, 1995). Academics enthused about 
the possibility of a digital democracy that would operate as a virtual public sphere or a civic 
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commons (Loader, 1997; Blumler & Gurevitch, 2001). New digital technologies could give 
rise to online Agoras that would ensure the equality of citizens, their representatives, and 
policy makers in the open deliberation of social issues (Hague & Loader, 1999). With 
hindsight, these early claims may appear somewhat amusing, and were in fact fiercely 
disputed even at the time (e.g. Hill & Hughes, 1998). The enthusiasm of early days gave 
place to the acknowledgement that the internet does not operate outside of existing social 
relations, and as such is likely to be shaped by existing social and economic interests.  
But the emergence of social networking sites, blogs, and forums, which is sometimes 
referred to as the second wave of internet development or ‘Web 2.0’ (O’Reilly, 2005), 
revived the technological optimism for a democratic internet (Loader & Mercea, 2011). Hine 
(2015) argues that ‘Web 2.0’ may not constitute a radical break from ‘Web 1.0’ with regards 
to usage: people still use the internet in much the same ways as they used to, although they 
now also engage in new online practices. However, the expectations of the internet have 
changed with the new possibilities that it affords. For Deuze and Jenkins (2008), 
participation has become one of the cultural values of digital culture. The internet is 
increasingly understood as a participatory space, even though many people may not 
participate particularly actively. Regardless, there is a sense that the new participatory 
practices can provide opportunities for challenging dominant discourses and privileged 
positions of power (Loader & Mercea, 2011). This is particularly significant in relation to 
understandings of the good life, as the participatory internet could give rise to and 
propagate alternative understandings. Additionally, social networking sites are commonly 
used in the organisation and coordination of protests - for instance, the role of social media 
in the historical events of the Arab Spring of 2011 has been widely analysed (Cottle, 2011). 
There are however reasons to doubt, or rather nuance, this renewed enthusiasm. In a study 
of children’s use of the social networking site, Habbo Hotel, a virtual world for children and 
teenagers, Ruckenstein (2011) argues that the participatory opportunities of Web 2.0 also 
fuel a creationist capitalism that ‘feeds off people’s self-expression, social aspirations, and 
problem-solving skills in economic profit-making’ (Arvidsson, 2005; Ruckenstein, 2011: 
1061). She reminds us that social networking sites are owned by companies and ‘backed by 
venture capitalists who expect to make a profit’ (Ruckenstein, 2011: 1063). The economic 
value of these platforms grows with their user-base: the more users, the more creation, but 
also the more data. Information collected on users can then be used both to target 
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advertisements to specific users and to optimise websites. But Ruckenstein (2011) shows 
that the relationship between corporate interests, and children’s and young people’s uses of 
the platform, is less straightforward than it may first appear. Children enjoy using the 
platform to socialise, compete with each other, and express their creativity irrespective of 
company aims. Both parties develop their intertwined projects of value creation, at times 
clashing and at times operating in harmony. 
Specifying the internet. 
Hine (2015) offers three important characteristics of the contemporary internet: the internet 
is embedded, embodied, and everyday. While Hine (2015) develops this E3 Internet in 
relation to online ethnography, these concepts are also useful in specifying the importance 
of the internet in relation to the formation of understandings of the good life. First, as 
embedded, the internet is ‘entwined in use with multiple forms of context and frames of 
meaning-making’ (Hine, 2015: 33). Hine uses this frame to argue that the internet is plural 
and likely to mean different things to different people in different settings, justifying a focus 
on people’s own understandings of the internet and of their actions in relation to it, both 
online and offline. However, this can also be usefully applied to people’s use of the internet 
in meaning-making processes. Understandings of the good life, even when articulated 
online, are not developed independently from offline influences. 
As embodied, the internet is understood to have become a part of us. As Hine (2015: 41) 
explains, ‘going online’ is no longer typically thought of as a discrete form of experience. 
Instead, being online is simply an extension of other embodied ways of being in the world. 
Both online and offline experiences are complex and differentiated. Crucially, the embodied 
internet reminds us that ‘going online’ does not entail leaving the body behind. Rather, 
people typically ‘turn to the internet not as an escape from everyday existence, but in order 
to inform and enrich their understanding of events happening in their lives’ (Hine, 2015: 44). 
This suggests that understandings of the good life that maybe developed online, are 
consequent for people’s offline ways of living. This conceptualisation of the internet 
resonates with Petersen’s (2019) recent analysis of the role of media texts in transitions to 
more sustainable living. While there is no simple relation between the meanings and 
knowledge communicated in public media and the actions and beliefs of human actors, 
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media texts must be considered ‘as a critical factor in the constitution, maintenance and 
transition of practices’ (Petersen, 2019: 1).  
Lastly, as everyday, the internet can often disappear from view, becoming mundane and 
unremarkable. While the internet is an open-ended and indeterminate process (Hine, 2000), 
Hine (2015) and others (Beer, 2013) warn that the infrastructures that serve the internet may 
be carrying out important - and invisible - structuring work. Hartley (2012) argues that online 
platforms and databases must be understood as more than the sum of their individual parts: 
they are systems that organise themselves, notably through their software, in particular 
ways. Tying in with questions of corporate interests, infrastructures can play significant roles 
in shaping the availability of online content and the landscape of possible actions. 
Infrastructure can refer to a variety of things, from the WiFi distribution to the possibilities of 
avatar design in computer games to the hardware of smartphones. As these become taken-
for-granted and increasingly embedded and embodied in everyday lives, they reconfigure 
our relationships with others and the world. For Livingstone et al. (2018: 1117), this urges 
researchers to consider not only children’s and young people’s relationships with the internet 
as a medium, but also examine their engagements with the world as mediated by the 
internet.  
Digital media and meaning-making. 
Setting aside the question of whether digital media can play a positive part in young 
people’s wellbeing, it remains that it has become an important part of their everyday lives. 
For Twenge (2017), young people’s lives today are shaped by digital technologies, and most 
prominently by the use of smartphones. Although the strength of her claims and the 
assumptions regarding the unique influence of smartphones can be disputed (see 
Livingstone, 2017), Twenge highlights an important point: digital technologies and internet 
access have become ubiquitous in the lives of a majority of young people, at least in 
Europe, North America, and Australasia. Wyn et al. (2005) remark that while new media ICTs 
may have played a role in the lives of people of all ages, the latest generation has not 
known a world without new media.  
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Social media in particular is used by a significant proportion of young people. In the UK, of 
the young people aged 12 to 15 during the year of 2018 who used the internet, 72% had a 
Facebook account and 65% had an Instagram account (Ofcom, 2018). Other popular social 
media applications were WhatsApp, Snapchat, and TikTok. Additionally, although not all 
young people who engage with Youtube content have an account, the platform has grown 
increasingly popular for watching videos, and YouTubers are becoming major sources of 
content for young people. Importantly, online communication is increasingly audio-visual 
(Gies, 2008). For some, such as Jenkins (1998), digital technologies offer particularly 
important spaces for children and young people whose spatial mobilities may otherwise be 
reduced. 
Societies that have been penetrated by the media are necessarily confronted by the ‘soft 
power’ of communication flows (Cottle, 2011; Giddens, 2002). These technologies, the 
internet access that they afford, and the social conventions that develop in relation to them, 
are likely to play a role in the shaping of ideas about what it means to live a good life, both 
as mediators in the communication of particular discourses (e.g. the advertisements shown 
on social media) but also as they introduce new ways of carrying out existing practices (e.g. 
keeping in touch with friends and family) or new practices altogether (e.g. ‘Snapchatting’ or 
‘Instagramming’). For Wyn et al. (2005), new media has become an important resource for 
constructing identities and meaning-making in the lives of young people. In a study of 
school children’s use of ICTs, Holloway and Valentine (2000: 779) show that the processes 
shaping and being shaped by these children’s media practices were ‘simultaneously global 
and local, material and ideological’. 
Crucially, these mediating technologies are implicated in questions of media power, capital, 
agency (Allen-Robertson, 2017), and indeed of environmental impact (Hogg & Jackson, 
2008). While, with Hine (2000), the internet is best thought of in terms of its indeterminacy, it 
is necessary to emphasise that indeterminacy does not equate to neutrality.  
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Young people’s views on their wellbeing, visual methods, discourses, and 
environmental sustainability: reviewing existing research and identifying gaps.  
In the last section of the first part of this chapter, I reviewed some of the existing approaches 
to children’s and young people’s views on their wellbeing. I have notably argued that most 
approaches seek out children’s and young people’s views with the aim of improving our 
understandings of their wellbeing, building better indicators, and improving particular areas 
of their lives. In this part, I specifically focus on the use of visual methods in research that 
seeks out children’s and young people’s views and on the use of discourse approaches to 
their views. I then consider the role played by environmental sustainability in research on 
children’s and young people’s views. I end this part by identifying possible research gaps 
and areas for future research in light of the considerations presented in the second part of 
this chapter.  
Existing approaches. 
This section complements the last section of the first part of this chapter and continues the 
overview of existing approaches seeking out children’s and young people’s views on 
wellbeing. It draws attention to how visual research methods have been used in the field, 
and reviews a minority of research approaches that focus on wellbeing discourses.  
The use of visual methods.  
A growing number of studies have sought to use visual methods to approach children’s and 
young people’s understandings of wellbeing (Crivello et al., 2009; Fattore et al., 2016). 
These can be in the form of drawings, maps, photography, collages, and so on. Visual 
methods are considered to be engaging (Heath et al., 2012) and ‘child-friendly’, particularly 
for children who may have limited literacy (Clark & Moss, 2001). They are also said to give 
young people more liberty in choosing what to represent (Crivello et al., 2009), and give 
access to spaces and aspects of their lives that would not typically be available to adult 
researchers (Rasmussen, 2004; Young & Barrett, 2001). Indeed, visual methods are 
sometimes presented as providing ‘insight into the insider’s view of the world, the emic 
perspective’ (Gabhainn & Sixsmith, 2005: 250).  
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In a study of children aged 8-10 living in a rural setting in Ireland, Sixsmith et al. (2007) 
asked children to use disposable cameras to take photographs of whatever they wanted. 
The children were then asked to write down what the pictures depicted. Another group of 
children aged 10-12 was asked to categorise the pictures into as many categories as they 
liked. In the third phase of the study, a new group of children was asked to arrange the 
categories into a pattern. In the fourth phase, a group of parents and a group of teachers 
were asked to categorise and arrange the categories into patterns. The study aimed to 
demonstrate the value of involving children in wellbeing research, as there were some 
important differences in the categories and patterns that each group generated.  
Andresen and Fegter (2011) carried out a study in Germany with 200 children aged 6-13. It 
aimed to understand how children living in poverty define the good life. Among other 
methods, the researchers gave children cameras and asked them to take photographs of 
their everyday surroundings, which were then to be discussed in interviews. The researchers 
identified the following themes: family and welfare, friends and bodily closeness, 
nonviolence, school and learning, medical care, pets, and play and vacations.  
Discourse-based approaches. 
Another strand of research looks into the language and discourses that children and young 
people use to articulate their understandings of wellbeing. This particular approach has 
been less prominent than approaches seeking to create indicators or improve particular 
areas of children’s lives (Lopez-Pérez et al., 2016).  
Savahl et al. (2015) sought to find out what wellbeing meant to young people, how they 
used discursive resources and repertoires to construct wellbeing, and how these resources 
and repertoires manifested in their discourses. They worked with 56 young people aged 
13-15 from one rural and three urban schools in the Western Cape Province of South Africa. 
They aimed for a mixed-sample in terms of socio-economic and ethnic backgrounds. The 
data was generated through focus groups. The discourses used by young people operated 
in relation to three broad themes: personal safety, infrastructure and environmental context, 
and socio-psychological wellbeing. Crucially, the researchers made a point of identifying the 
discursive repertoires used by young people such as discourses of ‘marginalisation’.  
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Lopez-Pérez et al. (2016) carried out a study with 162 Spanish children and young people 
from a middle class background to find out which beliefs they held about [wellbeing] . 5
Participants were split into three groups according to age: 9-11 years-old, 12-13 years-old, 
and 14-16 years-old. They were given 10 minutes to define happiness in their own words on 
a computer, without character or word limit (although the authors do not indicate whether 
any non-alphabetical characters were used). The researchers related the definitions given by 
children and young people to existing understandings of the good life. Notably, the study 
found that hedonistic conceptualisation of wellbeing were mostly present in late childhood, 
whereas eudaemonic conceptualisations appeared primarily in adolescence. 
Although not strictly focused on children and young people Loera-Gonzalez’ (2014) doctoral 
research offers an interesting example of how discourses and understandings can be shaped 
by power relations. He carried out an ethnographic study in the Tarahumara region of 
Mexico to explore ‘how local emic understandings of wellbeing are framed by normative 
discourses that help define aspirations and wants, and which are maintained by forms of 
livelihoods and ways of living’ (Loera-Gonzalez, 2014: 29). He showed that within cultural 
groups, understandings of wellbeing could be sites of inter-generational struggle. 
Additionally, he argued that the conceptions of wellbeing of non-indigenous people (the 
mestizo) were more closely aligned with the mainstream discourse of development, than 
those of indigenous people (the Rarámuri). Throughout, he related the wellbeing notions 
and discourses articulated by people to the unequal social, economic, and political relations 
unfolding in the Tarahumara region.  
O’Flynn and Bendix Petersen (2007) explored the ways in which two young women living in 
Australia, one from a prestigious private school and the other from a government school, 
made ‘sense of themselves, their activities, and their futures’ (O’Flynn & Bendix Petersen, 
2007: 459). While the focus is on self-narratives, the researchers considered how their 
different school contexts made available different discourses to produce different 
subjectivities and understandings of what is a ‘good’ or ‘worthwhile’ life. The authors 
notably show that differing access to neoliberal discourses position these two women 
differently with regards to future opportunities in the neoliberal economy.  
 The term used by Lopez-Pérez et al. (2016) is ‘happiness’, but in this thesis it has been referred to 5
as ‘wellbeing’ - I use ‘wellbeing’ to avoid confusions.
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Children, young people, and the environment. 
Traditionally, environmental sustainability has not been a major theme in studies of children 
and young people’s wellbeing, particularly in relation to European, North American, and 
Australasian societies . For instance, while The Well-Being of Children in the UK (Bradshaw, 6
2016) mentions the environment as an important factor of children’s wellbeing, the 
environment is understood as the neighbourhood and is not considered in relation to 
sustainability. None of the 114 chapters of The Handbook of Child Well-Being (Ben-Arieh et 
al., 2014) make reference to environmental sustainability, and neither does the more recent 
Good Childhood Report (The Children’s Society, 2018) which assesses the subjective 
wellbeing of young people in the UK. Yet, the growing popularity of the School Strikes 4 the 
Climate initiated by Greta Thunberg suggests that the issue of environmental sustainability 
is of deep concern to many young people. Evidently, the studies that I have referenced were 
published before the beginning of the School Strikes, and it is reasonable to expect that 
research that focuses on children’s and young people’s wellbeing will be more likely to 
consider environmental sustainability in the future.  
It is becoming increasingly acknowledged that sustainability is necessarily implicated in 
young people’s wellbeing. The environmental, social, and economic issues that affect young 
people today were created by the generations that came before them. But, as Hayward 
(2012) puts it, even though adults have a responsibility to address these issues, it is 
unrealistic to expect that they can be resolved within the lifetime of a single generation. The 
environmental breakdown, the instability of global financial markets, the economic and 
social inequalities, the weakening democracy, are all issues that will shape the lives of future 
generations. The same factors may have different effects on children and adults. Research in 
the social geography of childhood has long acknowledged that the political, social, and 
economic forces that bring about changes and shape the lives of adults are also of 
significance to children and young people (Matthews & Limb, 1999). Yet, these may be 
interpreted and experienced in different ways. 
 Sustainability has been more thoroughly considered in studies conducted in the field of 6
sustainable development, but these are rarely carried out in Europe, North America, or Australasia. 
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Thus far, however, few attempts have been made at explicitly relating sociocultural lifestyles 
to environmental sustainability. One such project is Children and Youth in Cities, Lifestyle 
Evaluations and Sustainability (CYCLES), undertaken by a team of researchers at the Centre 
for the Understanding of Sustainable Prosperity (CUSP). The study focuses on the lifestyles 
and aspirations of young people aged 12-24 in seven diverse cities across the world and 
seeks to identify young people’s ways of living well within environmental limits. The 
researchers asked what young people valued about their lives in their city, and what they 
would like to change, with the aim of understanding what facilitates young people to live 
good lives within planetary limits. 
Looking forward. 
The last section of the first part of this chapter introduced the main approaches to children’s 
and young people’s views on wellbeing. I argued that a majority of approaches distilled 
participants’ contributions to identify key themes or aspects that could be improved, 
evaluated, or acted upon. While these contribute important insights to improve the current 
understanding and evaluation of children’s and young people’s wellbeing, this is often at the 
expense of identifying the underlying understandings of the good life, as I have defined 
them in Chapter 2, that are used by the participants to articulate their definitions of 
wellbeing. Yet, I have suggested in Chapter 2 that seeking out understandings of the good 
life may be an important step in moving beyond the dominant consumerist approach to 
living well. Interesting studies have been carried out in relation to children’s and young 
people understandings of wellbeing and taken a broad focus on discourses. These highlight 
the role played by discursive repertoires in enabling particular understandings, the 
importance of context in making repertoires available, and the struggles that some groups 
may experience in establishing their understandings.  
Existing research acknowledges that cultural contexts play a crucial role in shaping people’s 
understandings of wellbeing (Wilmes & Andresen, 2015). While the influence of culture and 
of social relationships (Loera-Gonzalez, 2014) are increasingly taken into account, less 
attention has been paid to the specific context of production and the mediums used in 
articulating understandings. I have notably argued that the use of visual methods is gaining 
popularity among child and youth wellbeing researchers. However, visual methods are 
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typically employed for their child-friendliness, or their potential to foster an ‘insider’s view’. 
There have been multiple critiques of these claims (Gallacher & Gallagher, 2008; Lomax, 
2012; Lomax et al., 2011), notably because it is unclear that creative visual methods are 
necessarily delivering on their promises. Lomax (2012: 114) argues that while visual methods 
can offer important insights into the lived experiences of children and can challenge 
dominant representations, they are not a ‘fail-safe shortcut to children’s experiences’. This 
literature review also highlights that the potential role of visual mediums in shaping the 
understandings conveyed is not typically a matter of focus, although sometimes mentioned 
in justification for adopting a particular visual method over another (see Gabhainn & 
Sixsmith, 2005).  
Yet, there are good reasons to believe that visual material is becoming increasingly 
important in our lives, and in the lives of young people in particular (Ball & Gilligan, 2010; 
Knowles & Sweetman, 2004; Knoblauch et al., 2008; Spencer, 2011), notably through digital 
media, as I have suggested earlier in this chapter. Visual mediums are likely to make 
available particular kinds of discursive repertoires to articulate understandings of wellbeing 
and support meaning-making. Research participants are skilled members of their visual 
cultures (Rose, 2014), and we can expect them to make use of their visual culture when 
contributing to a research project using visual methods. 
If social media is playing an important role in children’s and young people’s lives, it is likely 
that some aspects of meaning-making in relation to the good life happen through these 
platforms. Studies that seek out children’s and young people’s views on wellbeing rarely do 
so in relation to digital media (Fattore et al., 2019), although one forthcoming study (Fegter, 
forthcoming, referenced in Fattore et al., 2019) is promised to analyse children’s digital 
discursive practices in relation to wellbeing. As I have argued earlier, the online context calls 
forth considerations of how digital infrastructures may shape meaning-making practices in 
relation to the good life. These shape the circulation of data, what we see, and how we can 
interact with it (Beer, 2013). 
Additionally, researchers who are interested in children’s and young people’s views mostly 
collected solicited accounts of wellbeing. These are valuable in analysing participants’ uses 
of discursive repertoires, as research has shown, but digital media also offers an interesting 
opportunity to explore unsolicited accounts of the good life. Exploring unsolicited accounts 
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of the good life does not equate to gaining access to an objective and unadulterated reality, 
but it can help understand processes of meaning-making as they happen in spaces in which 
children and young people naturally interact. There is, throughout, little attention to how 
understandings are established and maintained, and the roles played by different agents 
(both humans and non-humans) in the process. Research has mostly focused on the content 
of children’s and young people’s views on wellbeing, somewhat neglecting the processes 
through which meaning-making happens.  
The previous section highlighted that environmental perspectives are not typically adopted 
in relation to children’s and young people’s wellbeing. In Chapter 2, I argued that beyond 
seeking to establish frameworks of wellbeing and creating indicators to evaluate them, there 
is a need for exploring understandings of the good life that can support sustainable and fair 
living. Taken together with the review presented in this chapter, this insight suggests that 
exploring the meaning-making processes and understandings of the good life that children 
and young people use should be done with an eye to their implications for sustainable and 
fair livelihoods.  
Conclusion. 
This chapter has provided an overview of the evolution of research approaches to child and 
youth wellbeing. It has highlighted that contemporary research increasingly seeks out 
children’s and young people’s own views on wellbeing, typically in order to improve 
definitions of wellbeing, indicators, and policies. Additionally, I have argued that children’s 
and young people’s views on wellbeing are likely to be influenced by local and global forces 
that shape meaning-making processes. As the dominant understanding of the good life, the 
consumerist understanding is likely to play a role in these processes. And as our culture 
becomes increasingly visual, it is likely that some of these symbolic resources will be made 
available in visual form. However, children and young people are not ‘dupes’ and rather 
should be understood as agentic in their use of meaning-making resources. Children’s and 
young people’s use of digital media suggests that at least some of the meaning-making 
processes are digitally-mediated. The role traditionally played by media in the broadcasting 
of the consumerist good life also calls attention to how digital infrastructures may shape 
meaning-making. Ultimately, I argue that there is a call for exploring which understandings 
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of the good life are used by young people in their descriptions of wellbeing, how these are 
shaped by (notably digital) infrastructures, and what are the implications for the possibility of 
sustainable and fair futures.  
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CHAPTER 4: Methodology 
Introduction 
In this chapter, I introduce the research philosophy that underpinned my research practice as 
well as the designs of the two projects that constituted the empirical bases for this thesis. 
Framing my research in a philosophy of the social sciences presented the difficulty of 
handling two different types of approaches and research methods: on the one side, a ‘hands 
on’ approach to young people’s use of good life narratives in the context of a participatory 
filmmaking study, on the other, an exploration of good life narratives presented in Instagram 
posts. Each entailed working with different demographics through different methods, and 
would typically be informed by a different research tradition. 
The consistency between these two projects stemmed from my interest in shared narratives 
of the good life and their use in social settings. The focus on these narratives is the binding 
glue of the two projects and the running thread throughout the thesis. The research 
philosophy that I introduce below aims to accommodate both projects and emerges from 
research practice. Following Reed (2017: 108), I want to argue for a pragmatic epistemology 
in which epistemic claims are ‘articulated not as philosophy for philosophy’s sake but as a 
careful reflection on [and of] sociological practice’. In this chapter however, for the sake of 
clarity, I provide a rather simplistic introduction of my philosophical research framework, and 
reserve reflections on the methodological struggles that led to the adoption of this 
framework for a later discussion (see Chapter 6). The first part of this chapter is specifically 
focused on outlining my conceptualisation of good life narratives and the philosophical 
research framework that I employ to approach them. The second part gives an overview of 
both projects as they crystallised and justifies their adequacy for exploring the use of shared 
good life narratives. 
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Theory underpinning the research. 
This part is focused on the theoretical underpinnings of my thesis. I start by introducing my 
understanding of good life narratives as operating on two levels: on the one hand, as 
overarching sociocultural stories of what living well can mean, and on the other, as the 
specific performances of these sociocultural stories. I then introduce phenomenological 
hermeneutics and argue that this philosophy can provide a successful framework for the 
consideration of good life narratives conceptualised in this way. It must be specified that 
through this, I do not try to claim knowledge of ‘how humans really are’, or of ‘the best way’ 
to conduct sociological research. Rather, the concepts that I introduce below are chosen for 
their contribution in the context of my specific approach to good life narratives. 
Narratives of the good life as research objects.  
In this section, I reiterate my research problem and outline my approach by explaining my 
conceptualisation of good life narratives. I first explain how narratives of the good life are 
key aspects of sustainable wellbeing, before justifying a broadly visual approach to 
understanding good life narratives. I then outline my theoretical conceptualisation of good 
life narratives and highlight the necessity for a philosophical research framework that can 
accommodate it. 
Why narratives? 
This thesis is an approach to understanding what living well can mean for young people in 
twenty-first century Britain. In postmodern societies, wellbeing has come to be understood 
as a pluralistic term, one that each individual is urged to define for him or herself (Sointu, 
2005). While this definition project is an ongoing concern throughout human life, youth is 
believed to be a particularly salient period in this process and, although our ideas 
continuously change, the understandings that we achieve at that time are said to influence 
us for the rest of our lives (Willis, 1990). But in this search for definitions, we are not entirely 
free to choose anything we like. Rather, we are supported by the shared understandings of 
the good life that are available in our particular sociocultural and historical contexts. These 
understandings affect how people lead their lives and believe what is the ‘right’ or 
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‘desirable’ way to lead their lives. In this, they constitute potential normative journeys that 
human beings can take, some of which are more conducive to sustainable futures than 
others. 
I approach these understandings as narratives, because the order in which their different 
elements are related matters. For instance, the dominant consumerist narrative of the good 
life, often communicated through advertising, suggests that acquiring the latest item will 
make us as happy and beautiful as the people in the ad: happiness and beauty are a result 
of the acquisition of the item. The narrative would convey quite a different understanding if 
that order were reversed. Narratives are shared, constantly evolving resources that are both 
changed and maintained through their usage. They are sociocultural stories that provide 
directives regarding what it means to be as a particular kind of people and ways of life to 
aspire to. They constitute shared resources that we can use to define wellbeing for ourselves 
and to communicate our definition to others (Elliott and Wattanasuwan, 1998b). As such, 
they are an important topic for anyone interested in sustainability. In this thesis I set out to 
explore the shared narratives that young people use and have access to, to describe what 
living well means to them.  
An (explicit but not exclusive) visual focus. 
In the last decades, the social sciences have seen a surge of research using visual methods. 
There are many reasons why researchers have been turning to visual methods. Visual 
methods are said to be engaging (Heath et. al, 2012), empowering (Mannay, 2010; White, 
2003), produce easily shareable materials, produce different types of findings than 
traditional interviews do (Bagnoli, 2009), and so on. For these reasons, they are particularly 
popular among researchers who aim to engage young people (i.e. Health et al., 2012; Sime, 
2008; Waller, 2017), albeit the extent to which they actually deliver their promises has been 
the object of debate (Buckingham, 2009; Mitchell, 2006). While I considered these reasons 
when designing my research, the specific focus on good life narratives also invites much 
more compelling arguments for making use of visual methods.  
By now, stating that contemporary (western) culture is overwhelmingly visual is somewhat of 
a truism (Ball and Gilligan, 2010; Knowles and Sweetman, 2004; Knoblauch et al., 2008; 
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Spencer, 2011). Without going in detail into the extent to which contemporary western 
culture truly has become more visual than it was, two major changes in relation to the 
production of visual material have enabled a paradigm shift (Jenkins, 2008): the 
democratisation of means of production, and the democratisation of means of broadcasting. 
Photography, for instance, was democratised in the late nineteenth century and quickly 
became a favoured activity for many everyday enthusiasts. But up until the popular uptake 
of social media, the sharing of photographs was typically limited to a small circle of friends 
and relatives. Only production companies, artists, and advertisers could circulate images 
widely. Today, social media platforms theoretically enable users to share photographs and 
videos with millions of others, considerably widening the audience for any given image. In 
the West, most young people have access to social media from a young age, giving them 
simultaneously an exposure to a variety of visual forms and an opportunity for participating 
in this particular type of visual culture (Kress, 2010).  
While some dominant good life narratives were already created, maintained, modified, and 
broadcast through visual means (i.e. the consumerist narrative typically shown in 
advertisements), the increased participation in visual culture both suggests that lay people 
are increasingly likely to play a role in this process, and that a wider diversity of good life 
narratives are likely to be conveyed through visual means. Young people are likely to be 
aware of a wide range of good life narratives that are circulated visually and be proficient in 
recognising and utilising these. For instance, Instagram posts contribute to the emergence 
of good life narratives that are potentially accessible to over a billion people, many of whom 
are on the younger side of the age spectrum. But the prevalence of visual culture also 
suggests that actors who have a stake in the proliferation of particular good life narratives 
are increasingly likely to turn to visual means. Hence, an explicit (but not exclusive) focus on 
visual material can be a particularly fruitful approach to the use of sociocultural good life 
narratives. Of course, contemporary good life narratives are not constrained to the visual 
realm. But given the prevalence of visual culture, good life narratives that are circulated 
through visual means are worth exploring. 
I carried out two research projects which have a strong visual focus. The first one is a ‘hands 
on’ approach to young people’s use of good life narratives in the context of a participatory 
filmmaking study. I asked small groups of 10-14 year-olds to create short films about what 
living well means for young people in their locality. The second one is an exploration of the 
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good life narratives that can be accessed on Instagram through the hashtag #goodlife. It 
was designed following the realisation that the wide majority of young people I worked with 
in the filming project talked at length about spending time on social media, and Instagram 
was one of the networks that they enjoyed using. Accordingly, the good life narratives that 
could be encountered on the platform were likely to influence, and be influenced by, young 
people’s understandings of what it means to live well.  
Conceptualising good life narratives. 
Before focusing on good life narratives per se, I find it useful to take a detour through 
Lakoff’s work on linguistic categories. Lakoff’s (1990) distinction between conceptual systems 
and conceptualising capacities is a useful way to approach how sociocultural ways of doing 
and saying are generated. While all people have the same conceptualising capacities, our 
conceptualising systems are different. Lakoff argues that this is partly due to engagement in 
different types of experiences, although experience is not strictly determinant as a same 
experience can give rise to different systems. Crucially, conceptual systems should be seen 
as functioning organisations of concepts: the way concepts are used is part of what defines 
the system. Lakoff further argues that differences in conceptual systems affect people’s 
behaviour. It is important to note that as conceptual systems are constituted in interactions 
between humans and their environment, they change throughout history. Good life 
narratives can be understood as part of our conceptual system: they are constantly evolving 
sociocultural stories emerging in experience through our engagement with various others. 
This understanding of how good life narratives come into existence implicitly demands two 
notions of ‘narrative’. Borrowing the vocabulary of theoreticians of practices (e.g. Ropke, 
2009), I distinguish between narratives-as-entities (formed historically through collective 
achievement) and narratives-as-performances (individuals’ own use of narratives in given 
instances). What has been termed the ‘classic’ approach to narrative, as initiated by Labov 
and Waletzky (1967), tends to consider narratives to be well-organised, teller-led, 
monological texts. While this approach was initially based on the authors’ research on 
narratives of personal experience told in the context of interviews, it has become the 
orthodox understanding of narratives in research (De Fina & Georgakopoulou, 2008). The 
perspective of narratives-as-entities entails an understanding of a certain recognisable 
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common thread of meaning to each narrative-as-entity despite its infinite reworking in each 
narrative-as-performance. As recognisable entities across space and time, narratives-as-
entities can easily be understood as well-organised, monological texts.  
However, under the ‘classic’ definition of narratives, narratives-as-performances are rarely 
recognised as narratives at all. Neither the narratives that emerged through filming and 
talking with young people, nor those generated on Instagram, would qualify as ‘classic’ 
narratives. Although ‘classic’ narratives can be encountered in that context, they are not 
typical among narratives-as-performances. Instead, these correspond to what De Fina and 
Georgakopoulou (2008) have termed ‘small stories’. These types of narratives can involve 
multiple tellers, unfold in multiple sites, and contain references to surrounding talk and 
activity. They have been observed in young people’s talk in classrooms (Georgakopoulou, 
2015) and on social media (Georgakopoulou, 2013). Crucially, these two approaches to 
narratives should not be seen in opposition to each other. Rather, the consideration of ‘small 
stories’ aims to ‘recognise the pluralism, heterogeneity, and productive co-existence of 
narrative activities, big and small, in the same event, by the same teller, and so 
on’ (Georgakopoulou, 2015: 258). 
Narratives-as-entities and narratives-as-performances are complementary and difficult, if not 
impossible, to untangle. It is through their performance that narratives-as-entities are 
created, maintained, changed, and disputed. The social spaces in which performances 
happen play a major role in this process by encouraging certain language and interaction 
choices while hindering others (Georgakopoulou, 2015). For instance, the type of language 
that young people are expected to use in school typically differs from that which they use 
with friends. These socioculturally shaped ways of telling (Hymes, 1996) also vary from 
school to school, as different institutions expect their students to present themselves in 
different ways (O’Flynn & Bendix Petersen, 2007). Similarly, the constitution of narratives is 
both constrained and enabled by the medium used in their constitution (Eberle, 2013). A 
same narrative-as-entity is changed and maintained in a variety of contexts and through a 
variety of mediational means (De Fina & Georgakopoulou, 2008).  
Yet it is crucial to keep in mind that knowledge is not only created and sustained in micro-
interactions (Sica, 2016). Young people’s use of particular narratives should not be 
understood as incidental. While narratives of the good life are shared, they are not 
!78
impervious to power relationships. Drawing on Keesing (1987) and Scholte (1984), Hoffman 
(2009: 420) argues that narratives are not equally created by all and disguise ideologies 
which ‘empower some, disenfranchise others, and extract the labour of some for the benefit 
of others’. Histories of power relationships can be understood as shaping and limiting the 
available language for articulating what living well is (Zigon, 2014). When approaching 
young people’s use of these narratives, it is paramount to question who creates them, 
supports them, and to what ends. In paying attention to the specificities of each narrative 
instance, I must not lose sight of the wider histories of particular narratives, their 
embeddedness in power relationships, and their contributions to particular ways of living.  
A phenomenological hermeneutic approach to sociological research  
The dual understanding of narratives that I outlined above calls for a research philosophy 
that synthesises the local context of narrative performance with the macro-processes that 
both constrain and enable the production of particular narratives. In this part, I argue that 
such a research philosophy can be found in phenomenological hermeneutics. I first 
introduce hermeneutics and phenomenology as two separate schools of thought, before 
combining them and outlining the philosophical principles that underpin this thesis and their 
implications for research practice. I then outline my research goals and lay out the provisions 
for their realisation. 
Ricoeur and Gadamer: two approaches to combining hermeneutics and 
phenomenology.  
Before talking about phenomenological hermeneutics per se, I wish to briefly introduce 
hermeneutics and phenomenology as separated schools of philosophical thought. 
Traditionally, these approaches have different aims, and albeit linked, some of their versions 
may have unsurpassable differences (Ricoeur, 1975).  
Originating in philosophy and having seen differing applications across multiple fields in the 
social sciences, phenomenological works can hardly be presented as a unified body of 
thought (Farina, 2014). As Madison (2004: 446) explains, there is seldom a specific 
‘phenomenological method’, and borrowing Merleau-Ponty’s terms, he suggests rather 
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envisioning phenomenology as a ‘phenomenological attitude’, a way of thinking so to 
speak, of which the core principles revolve around the centrality of lived experience. 
However, students of phenomenology frequently distinguish between two related but 
distinct developments.  
The first wave of phenomenologists, of which the most prominent figure is Husserl, engaged 
in transcendental phenomenology. For Husserl, the aim of phenomenology was to turn to 
‘the things themselves’ and describe the essence of phenomena to access the ‘invariant’  7
forms of human experience. To access the essences of a phenomenon, one must withhold 
his or her presuppositions through the epoche. In Husserlian philosophy, the epoche is 
understood as a series of reductions that one performs to reduce one’s prejudices about the 
things one aims to study (Kakkori, 2009). For Husserl, the aim of phenomenology is the 
rigorous and unbiased study of things as they appear. The second wave of 
phenomenologists is that initiated by Heidegger and can broadly be understood as 
existential phenomenology. Like Husserl, Heidegger was concerned with lived human 
experience. However, for Heidegger, lived experience cannot be explored through 
description but through a process of interpretation. Contrary to Husserl, Heidegger does 
not believe that one can access a presupposed world, for the ontological condition of 
human beings is that of interpreting or understanding their world. Hence, the world is only 
ever accessible through our presuppositions.  
Hermeneutics is a longstanding tradition concerned with the art of interpretation. Initially, 
hermeneutics was strictly used in reference to the theory of biblical exegesis (Kakkori, 2009) 
but the discipline later evolved to encompass all sorts of texts, to the extent that 
contemporary hermeneutics understand ‘text’ as encompassing anything that has symbolic 
meaning. Most recently, the two major understandings of hermeneutics can be seen in the 
works of Gadamer and Ricoeur (Grondin, 2014). While there are points of agreements 
between the two, they mostly developed their theses independently and are concerned 
with different aspects of hermeneutics. Both agree on the historical and interpretive 
character of every knowledge claim. However, while Ricoeur is focused on the method of 
 What Husserl means by ‘invariant’ is best explained through his experiment with the cube. Husserl 7
asks: what are the essential properties of a cube? A cube must have 6 faces, 12 edges, and 8 
vertices to be perceived as a cube. These are the invariants of our experience of the cube. Other 
aspects, such as colour, material, or size, do not determine our experience of an object as a cube.
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interpretation of texts, Gadamer’s concern is with the conditions in which interpretation 
happens. Both have argued that their philosophies constitute a fruitful dialogue with the 
social sciences, albeit in different ways (Grondin, 2014). For Ricoeur, his approach to 
hermeneutics would enable the human sciences to solve their epistemological issues 
through the provision of rigorous rules of interpretation. Gadamer on the other hand, argues 
that the humanities cannot ascertain a truth independent of the interpreter and is rather 
concerned with the contextualisation of interpretative research.  
The historicity of knowledge posited by hermeneutics presents multiple difficulties for 
transcendental phenomenology, but not for existential phenomenology. In fact, both 
Ricoeur and Gadamer consider their hermeneutics to have strong links with 
phenomenology. But while Gadamer talks of his philosophy as one of phenomenological 
hermeneutics, and initiates a phenomenological turn of hermeneutics, Ricoeur instead refers 
to hermeneutic phenomenology and initiates a hermeneutical turn of phenomenology 
(Grondin, 2014). Both approaches offer fruitful avenues for social scientists. Gadamer’s 
philosophy contextualises meaning creation and proposes a hermeneutic that is anchored in 
the reality of human interaction. Ricoeur’s philosophy offers a hermeneutic approach to the 
study of lived experience, making it a useful route for researchers who aim to explore 
specific aspects of human life. 
Here, I take a Gadamerian approach to hermeneutics and phenomenology, as my interest is 
primarily a hermeneutic one. Gadamer’s contextualisation of hermeneutics through the use 
of phenomenology enables me to carry out the delicate balancing act between narratives-
as-performances and narratives-as-entities. The first perspective involves the consideration 
of the particular contexts of narrative use and (re)production, reflections on my own role 
(and that of others) in fostering these (re)productions, and on the shifting meaning of visuals 
and representations. The second one entails the consideration of the power relationships 
complicit in the constitution and (un)availability of given narratives, as well as an 
understanding of a certain recognisable common thread of meaning to each narrative-as-
entity.  
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Phenomenological hermeneutics and sociological practice. 
Gadamer (1981: 111) envisioned social sciences as applied, ‘regional hermeneutics’, 
focused on the interpretation of human existence in various environments. To him, 
phenomenological hermeneutics was the theory of the practice of interpretation. His 
approach informed the work of multiple figures in sociology, among which that of Giddens 
(1976) and Habermas (1971). Without delving in depth in phenomenological hermeneutics, I 
outline in this part the philosophical principles that underpinned my research and highlight 
their implications for research practice. 
Phenomenological contextualisation: experiential engagement in one’s environment and 
interpretation as the ontological condition of human life. 
At the centre of phenomenology is a concern with what makes humans peculiarly human 
(Overgaard & Zahavi, 2009). These understandings have implications for the ways in which 
sociological research can contribute to understanding social phenomena. 
For Heidegger (2001), human beings cannot be understood independently of the world in 
which they are experientially and practically engaged. Insisting on the practical involvement 
of humans in their environment, Heidegger stresses that we are primarily agents in our 
environment, rather than spectators of it. The practical involvement of humans in their 
environment means that from birth, they have to make sense of their experiences. This 
making sense should be understood in phenomenological terms: it pertains to a practical 
understanding of things through an engagement with the world. Recalling Lakoff’s (1990) 
theorisation outlined earlier, it is on the basis of our experiences with the world that we build 
our conceptual systems. This inter-dependence of human beings and their environment 
suggests that researchers should, when possible, pay attention to the environment in which 
their research subjects are engaged. 
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While humans experience the world directly , their interpretations of it are biographically 8
shaped (Eberle, 2013). Humans constitute themselves in their relationships with their 
environment, an environment composed of others, both agents and objects. The 
phenomenological view of human existence is relational and sees all things in the world as 
interconnected in webs of interdependency. The ways in which humans interpret their world 
depend on these webs of relationships (Ingold, 2013). From birth, we learn the ways of our 
people in our relationships with them. But learning also extends beyond face-to-face 
interactions as we participate in the living social history of the world. The common tradition 
that one is a part of, ‘through a chain of generations, stretches back into a distant 
past’ (Overgaard & Zahavi, 2009: 14).  
There is an explicit attempt in phenomenology to lay out the co-constitution of subjectivity 
and sociality by introducing the notion of intersubjectivity. This intersubjective relationship 
between subjects is partly sustained in linguistically-mediated shared or mutual 
understandings (Wittgenstein, 2009) but should essentially be understood as pre-linguistic 
and first manifesting in joint attention (Trevarthen, 1979). This does not however imply that 
one can get direct access to the subjective experience of others. The experiences and 
subjective constructions of others are only ever available to us through the use of 
mediational means (i.e. language, gestures, photographs, films, recordings, etc.) which both 
constrain and enable communication (Eberle, 2013). This suggests that researchers need to 
be particularly conscious not only of the content of communicative acts, but also of their 
form. 
These phenomenological insights provide a useful approach to an anchored hermeneutic 
and enable researchers to theorise the reality of research practice. The emphasis on the 
importance of the particularities of each instance of communication enables a consideration 
of the messiness of the research process, which is often missing from academic reports (Gill 
and Temple, 2014). Taking into account the research process should not be perceived as 
 Phenomenologists do not reproduce the Cartesian mind-body dualism and consider human 8
experiences to be embodied. Consequently, human beings experience the world directly rather 
than through the medium of a detached mind. Following Descartes, phenomenologists agree that 
cognition is not possible without consciousness, but argue that a consciousness is always a 
consciousness of something. As Eberle (2013) puts it, on the path from ego cogito to ergo sum, 
Descartes overlooked ego cogito cogitatum. 
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navel-gazing or as the admission of the alleged unscientific nature of social sciences 
(England, 1994), but as a primordial step towards the clarification of our claims. 
Phenomenological hermeneutic practice: learning with others.  
Crucially, these characteristics of human understanding are also applicable to research 
practice (Bleicher, 1980). For Gadamer (1989), there is no method through which one can 
access the true intentions of the author. Without rejecting methodological concerns, 
Gadamer insists that strict hermeneutic methods do not guarantee an objective 
understanding. He highlights the necessity to approach understanding as a dialogic, 
practical, and situated process. To him, there is no interpretive style or method that can 
transcend our situatedness. In that sense, understanding is never complete: we can only 
ever hope to provide better interpretations. Sociologists’ interpretations of their 
participants’ accounts obey a double-hermeneutic: they are interpretations of 
interpretations (Giddens, 1976). 
Gadamer (1989) makes use of Husserl’s notion of ‘horizon’ to describe the process of 
understanding. In the case of a sentence, the horizon will be the set of beliefs, relating both 
to the subject matter and to the context of the sentence, that will make understanding of 
that sentence possible (Vessey, 2009). Understanding always happens from a particular 
standpoint from which can be perceived a particular horizon. It is the horizon that makes 
communicative acts meaningful. In Gadamer’s terminology, horizons are understood as 
demarcating what can be directly perceived from what cannot. For instance, I know that the 
mathematical concept of Markov chains exists, because I have heard my mother mentioning 
it. However, even though that mathematical concept is within my perceptual horizon, I do 
not have the adequate knowledge to understand it. Our beliefs and existing knowledge 
affect what we understand and how we understand it. Hence, I do not necessarily 
understand everything that is within my perceptual horizon.  
However, given time and with the proper application, I can understand Markov chains. 
Hence, my horizon does not limit understanding to what can be directly perceived, and 
instead opens up the possibility of future understanding. As we acquire new insights and 
encounter new information, our horizon broadens: ‘we have a new perspective on our old 
!84
views, and maybe new views as well’ (Vessey, 2009: 540). We are ‘never absolutely bound to 
any one standpoint, and hence can never have a truly closed horizon’ (Gadamer, 1989: 304). 
In the context of my research, my interactions with young people in the filming project led 
to the identification of media and places that were important aspects of young people’s 
worlds. Exploring these aspects of young people’s worlds contributed to a broadening of 
my horizon and a better understanding of their use of good life narratives. Evidently, I can 
never acquire the standpoint of my participants, but in engagement with them, we can 
respectively broaden our horizons. In research practice, we become part of each other’s 
webs of relationships that inform our understandings of the world. 
In this context, social research can be understood as co-production of meaning with the 
people participating the research, rather than data collection about them. Pink advocates 
for an approach that involves ‘learning in and as part of the world, seeking routes through 
which to share or imaginatively empathise with the actions of people in it’ (2011a: 270 [her 
emphasis]). She highlights that thinking of the researcher as an apprentice is widespread in 
anthropology and references the works of Downey (2007), Grasseni (2007), and Marchand 
(2007) in support of her claim. Learning however, she points out, is not limited to 
engagement in particular activities and also happens as part of being with others, which 
routinely takes place in research practice in the form of interviews, walks, discussions, and so 
on. Crucially, her approach recognises the bonds created between participants and 
researcher and encourages researchers to recognise the humanity of their participants rather 
than treating them as mere data subjects. As Ingold (2016: 9) reminds us, ‘a datum is, by 
definition, that which is given’. And what is given, or offered, warrants care on the part of 
the receiver. Not turning our backs on the very people whom our research endeavour 
depends on, is an enterprise that I can only agree with. 
Outlining research goals: searching for avenues along which life can go on. 
In this section I wish to outline the goals of my thesis and lay out the conditions for their 
realisation. I argue that, under a phenomenological hermeneutic understanding of research 
practice, traditional representational goals are difficult to uphold, and researchers must 
instead aim to disrupt existing paradigms. In the case of this thesis, the possibility of 
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realisation of this research goal hinges on a particular conception of children and childhood 
that enables a focus on the narratives rather than on their carriers.  
What research goals for phenomenological hermeneutic research?  
The phenomenological hermeneutic understanding of research practice implies that the 
researcher cannot have a detached standpoint from which he or she can see social reality ‘as 
it really is’. Hence we are left in a situation where, although phenomenology lays out the 
conditions of hermeneutic research practice and outlines the type of knowledge claims that 
can emerge from such practice, it is unclear what the goals of such practice could be. The 
interpretative nature and historicity of sociological knowledge claims makes purely 
representational goals difficult to uphold as, under a phenomenological understanding of 
human nature, there is no knowledge claim that can escape its biases.  
Research can, however, provide ‘ways along which life can keep on going’ (Ingold, 2017: 22) 
rather than merely mirroring ways along which life already goes, and not very successfully at 
that. Referring specifically to anthropologists, Ingold (2017: 24) argues that they ‘must be 
ready to speak with [their] own voices and not hide behind the voices of others’. Giving his 
discipline a speculative edge, Ingold (2017: 24) argues that researchers should aim to 
philosophise the world ‘in conversation with its diverse inhabitants’. It would be no stretch 
to extend Ingold’s engagements to sociology, and aim for research that, albeit tightly 
grounded in the intersubjective space of the researcher-participant encounter, does not 
hesitate to speculate on changes rather than only aiming to represent the state of social 
reality. 
Baert (2011) deplores the tendency of researchers to limit their research to the confirmation 
and reproduction of existing theories, entrenching disciplinary ways of thinking and limiting 
the potential of research to go forward and disrupt (not refute) existing paradigms. Instead, 
he argues that research should aim for societal self-understanding rather than attempting to 
map out the social world to the fullest extent. Recalling Mead (1936), Baert argues that 
knowledge is a tool used for coping with our environment and suggests that the most 
influential research is that which has enabled people to re-describe, re-evaluate, and 
reconceptualise themselves. Baert’s claim is specifically related to the outputs of research 
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practice, but it could easily be extended to encompass participation in the research process 
itself. In the midst of a climate crisis, our sociocultural good life narratives are much in need 
of reconceptualisation and research can offer a space for such an endeavour. The filming 
project was designed to give young people an opportunity to think about their ideas of 
what living well means and critically reflect on the narratives that were available to them. 
The typical flow of life leaves little space for reflexivity and questioning of such issues and I 
was hoping that the filming project would do so.  
But research can also be a dialogue with the wider society. Baert (2011: 35) borrows from 
Gadamer to explain how research could be seen as a process of communal learning in which 
communities ‘take on a larger perspective and realise the fallibility or parochial nature of 
beliefs they have hitherto cherished’. Indeed, as Giddens (1976: 162) argues, there is a 
continual ‘slippage’ of the concepts and theories constructed within sociology. Academia is 
not a world apart, and its ideas and vocabularies can be appropriated outside of the 
academic sphere. Accordingly, Baert (2011: 33) urges researchers to recognise ‘their 
intellectual ability to shatter established storylines and their moral responsibility to do so’. 
Conscious of the ‘feeding back’ of research into wider society, I hope that the 
phenomenological emphasis on the necessity of thinking about humans’ place within a 
wider network of relationships with other nonhuman animals and materials will continue the 
process of disruption of anthropocentrism that has recently been taking momentum (e.g. 
Crossley, 2011; Lockie, 2015; Taylor & Giugni, 2012). 
For slightly different reasons then, both Baert (2011) and Ingold (2017) encourage 
researchers to go beyond the representation of the views of research participants. This 
approach, of course, is nothing new, but has been gaining momentum in the recent years. 
Baert’s and Ingold’s respective contributions to the social sciences enable me to approach 
my research as an attempt to think differently about lifestyles and their environmental 
impact. Such research goals however, could be problematic in the context of 
phenomenological hermeneutics. Indeed, to what extent does the acknowledgement of the 
bonds, however minute, that we establish with our participants put us in a position from 
which any critique is a betrayal of these bonds? Does learning in and as part of the world of 
our participants imply that we are bound to sympathising with every aspect of the 
discourses and practices that our participants engage in and render an ‘artificially sanitised 
account’ of the research (Ingold, 2017: 24)? And how can we ensure that power relationships 
!87
and dependencies within the context of the research project are not obscured by this 
harmonious view of the research process? It is crucial that I do not fall into an apolitical 
account of the use of good life narratives which are inherently related to macro questions of 
social, economic, and environmental justice. The wider histories of particular narratives, their 
embeddedness in power relationships, and their contribution to reproducing particular ways 
of living, must not be inadvertently swept under the carpet of phenomenology. 
Conceptualising children.   
Alongside the identification of common good life narratives used by young people, an 
overarching concern of mine was to assess their potentials to be avenues for delivering 
sustainable futures. Hence my work was engaged from the outset, and that engagement 
necessitated the capacity to critique unsustainable narratives. However, in the process, I was 
anxious both to take young people’s views seriously and to not stigmatise them (Darbyshire 
et al., 2005).  
Doing research with young people is a delicate task: childhood is a topic that is both highly 
divisive (Cook, 2005) and prone to numerous assumptions (Mouritsen, 2002). Indeed, all 
adults carry a ‘childhood baggage’ (Mouritsen, 2002: 35) as they have once been children 
themselves, sometimes leading them to believe that they know what being a child is and 
what is good for children, no matter how long ago or in which context they themselves have 
been children. Although children’s views have gained increasing legitimacy in western 
societies, children are still too often understood as ‘not yet competent, not yet complete 
social actor[s]’ (Cook, 2005). Understood as adults in the making who are lacking the skills 
and features of the adult that they will become (Uprichard, 2008), children’s views can easily 
be dismissed as ‘silly’ and pertaining to their immaturity (Oakley, 1994). Childhood studies 
scholars refer to this view of children and childhood as the ‘becoming child’ model. 
Yet in avoiding this view and recognising children’s knowledgeability about their lives and 
the legitimacy of their beliefs, I had to be careful not to swing too quickly to the opposite 
side of the pendulum. Within the specific context of children’s consumption, Cook (2005) 
argues that by embracing the empowered, all-knowing child many scholars have painted 
themselves in a corner where any criticism of consumer culture and commercial industries 
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seems absurd since the child-agent is antithetical to exploitation. This view can be extended 
to young people’s use of dominant narratives of the good life, in that, as I highlighted 
earlier, which narratives are maintained and broadcast is not incidental (Keesing, 1987). 
Understanding young people as fully empowered beings also caused an ethical problem, as 
within this approach any criticism of the unsustainability of narratives would be directed at 
them, rather than at the powers who promote their propagation, hence potentially 
understood as a betrayal of our research bonds. 
Cook urges thus for a recognition of children as ‘both subjects and objects, persons and 
symbols, active and passive - that is, like the rest of us’ (2005: 158). Similar claims are made 
by Gallacher and Gallagher (2008: 510) who argue for an engagement with children ‘in the 
present continuous tense’, in which subjectivity is both relational and emergent. Taking this 
approach enables me to focus on the narratives rather than on their carriers, without 
depreciating young people for their presumed lack of skills, knowledge, or intellectual 
independence. Throughout both projects, I have made no assumptions as to whether the 
narratives that are used are actual reflections of people’s beliefs, and have taken them to be, 
as I explained earlier, sociocultural shared stories. This understanding of young people, and 
the particular focus on narratives that it offers, are paramount to enabling critical research.  
Accordingly, I do not approach the project of understanding good life narratives from a 
disengaged point of view. The narratives that emerged in research practice were always 
appraised for their potentials to deliver sustainable futures. In this, my project parallels that 
of scholars in the field of ecolinguistics who carry out a critique of existing discourses 
against a chosen ‘ecosophy’ (Stibbe, 2014). Taking Jackson’s (2017) outline of sustainable 
prosperity as the basis for my understanding of what a sustainable good life could be, I 
considered narratives to be sustainable approaches to living well if they promoted ways of 
living that could be realised within ecological boundaries, were inclusive, and were socially 
beneficial. In this sense, a good life narrative cannot fully convey what living well means if it 
does not take into account our existence in relation with other species, future generations, 
and the environment.  
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Outlining the specifics: project designs and justifications. 
Without going into too much reflexive detail about the proceedings of both projects, I 
outline here the project designs and justify my methodological choices in light of the 
research philosophy outlined above. Here, I only give consideration to the projects as they 
crystallised, and do not cover the perpetual need for amendments and re-thinking of project 
aims, or the epistemological reflections that resulted from my research, both of which will be 
considered later on (see Chapter 6). I first start by introducing each project in turn, before 
outlining the analysis methods.  
Filming the Good Life: a first approach to good life narratives. 
The filmmaking project was the first that I designed and was originally meant to provide the 
only empirical basis of this thesis. The project aimed to enable young people aged 10-14 to 
create short films representing their visions of the good life. It involved discussions both 
preceding, and proceeding from, the filmmaking. I approached the conversations that I had 
with young people and the films that they produced as part of the project as particular 
performances of good life narratives, rather than as reflections of their beliefs about living 
well. These performances depended partly on the availability of specific good life narratives 
and partly on the mediational means used in their creation. As explained earlier, 
phenomenological hermeneutics highlight both the impossibility of directly accessing the 
subjective states of others and the enabling/constraining character of mediational means of 
communication. 
Small groups of young people were invited to participate in three research activities: an 
initial focus group on local understandings of living well, a filmmaking task, and a reflexive 
screening session. I outline these explicit research tasks in more detail below. In addition to 
the activities that I explicitly aimed to carry out with the participants, I took note of any point 
that I considered to be important arising from the informal discussions that I had with both 
with the young people and with various adults throughout the project, visited the locations 
that young people mentioned regularly, watched some of the YouTubers and movies/TV 
series that they liked, and consciously thought of the changes happening in Guildford town 
centre (a recurrent location in our discussions) in the three years that I have lived there. 
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These additional steps were motivated by a concern to grasp the wider context in which 
young people lived. In this, I aimed to better understand the environment in which young 
people were experientially engaged (Heidegger, 2001) and in which they were likely to 
encounter good life narratives, and expand my horizon to incorporate concepts relevant to 
young people’s lives (Gadamer, 1989).  
Recruitment and consent. 
Participants were recruited both through institutions such as schools and youth clubs and 
through snowball sampling starting from my own contacts. I had initially planned to carry out 
recruitment in schools and youth clubs only, but as I repeatedly ran into issues fostering the 
interest of gatekeepers, a colleague whose child was interested in taking part in the project 
suggested that I extend participation to young people whose parents worked at the 
University of Surrey (or who were friends of young people whose parents worked at the 
university). Indeed, out of over a hundred schools and youth clubs contacted, I was 
ultimately only able to successfully carry out the project in two places. Both the school and 
the youth club that took part pre-selected the young people to whom they advertised the 
project. The school pre-selected participants on the basis of their economically 
disadvantaged background, whereas the youth club focused on those participants who were 
believed to be likely to engage in the project. When participants were recruited through 
snowball sampling, their legal guardians were contacted first, and hence had control over 
sharing the information with their children.  
To enable young people (and their parents/carers) to take informed decisions regarding 
their participation in the project, I created information packs that contained two information 
booklets (one for the potential participant and one for his/her guardians), an assent form, 
and a consent form. The information booklets explained the research topic, why the 
research was carried out, which activities the participants would have the opportunity to take 
part in, the research deliverables, the measures put in place for data storage and 
safekeeping, participants’ rights, as well as what participants could expect to retrieve from 
the experience. I wanted to ensure that both the guardians and the potential participants 
would have their own copy of the information booklets, hence my decision to make two 
booklets, which differed only by the language that they employed. In studies involving 
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minors, it is common procedure to seek assent and consent both from the participants 
themselves and from their guardians (Alderson, 1993; Finch, 2005). Young people between 
the ages of 7 and 16 are currently commonly conceptualised as ‘semi-autonomous research 
participants’ (Finch, 2005: 63), in that they are not legally able to consent. Consulting both 
the young people and their guardians enabled me to put in place a preventing measure 
against guardians taking an unilateral decision on their child’s participation and recognise 
the conceptualisation of young people that I introduced earlier (see pp. 83-84). While the 
young people could not legally participate without the consent of their guardians, they were 
able to refuse participation even if their guardians gave consent.  
I had initially planned to hold an information session with potential participants and their 
guardians in which I could provide an oral explanation of the project and distribute the 
information packs, but the differing availabilities of all actors involved in the project (young 
people, gatekeepers, guardians) made it difficult to set up. Both the school and the youth 
group distributed the information packs to the young people that they pre-selected and 
ensured that young people who were interested in taking part returned the consent and 
assent forms before the beginning of the project. When recruitment was carried out by 
snowball sampling, I directly provided the potential participants’ guardians with the 
information packs and explained the project to them. Once the assent and consent forms 
were signed, the guardians typically returned them to me, although in a few cases, they 
were returned by the participants on the day of the first session. At the beginning of the first 
session, I briefly reiterated the contents of the information booklet, reminded participants of 
their rights, and enquired whether they had any questions and whether they were all happy 
to take part. I was however conscious of the need to approach consent and assent as 
evolving processes rather than as a one-off agreement. Hence, I aimed to engage in 
‘ongoing ethics’ (Herr & Anderson, 2005; Markham, 2006), which entailed enquiring about 
assent at multiple points throughout the project and being continuously attentive to any 
non-verbal signs of dissent. 
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Research groups and locations.  
Before I proceed to detail the research tasks, I outline both the areas in which the 
participants lived, and the locations in which the research activities took place. Both of those 
will be considered in more depth throughout the analysis. 
This first project involved the participation of four groups of 4 to 8 young people living in 
various parts of Guildford and its surroundings. Guildford is a large town in Surrey dating 
back to the Bronze Age. It is divided into 12 localities, and is the second highest populated 
district in Surrey. While some of the localities, such as Charlottesville, are amongst the least 
economically disadvantaged in the country, others such as Park Barn or Bellfields are in the 
20-10% most disadvantaged of the country according to the 2015 Index of Income 
Deprivation Affecting Children. On the border of the Surrey Hills Area of National Beauty, 
the town has easy access to hiking paths and 89 per cent of its land is designated as Green 
Belt. Outside of London, Guildford is one of the most expensive places to buy property in 
the country. In 2017, house prices were double the national average for England and Wales 
and one third higher for the South East. Conversely, there is a constant shortage of 
affordable housing. I did not explicitly choose to conduct the research in and around 
Guildford, and will address later how I ended up focusing on that area, but this brief 
description can give the reader an idea of the type of town that Guildford is.  
Table 1: Table summarising the layout and timing of research sessions for each of the four 
groups. 
Living area Location of 
research 
activities
Sessions 
framework
Sampling Timings
Group A 
4 girls
Godalming Godalming 
school
3 days back-to-
back
Pre-selection by 
school
July 2018
Group B 
3 girls and 
3 boys
Guildford University of 
Surrey
2 days back-to-
back
Snowball 
sampling
July 2018
Group C 
4 girls
Dorking University of 
Surrey
2 days back-to-
back
Snowball 
sampling
August 2018
Group D 
5 girls and 
3 boys
Guildford Guildford youth 
club
1 session per 
week for 6 
weeks
Pre-selection by 
youth club
December 
2018-January 
2019
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A total of twenty-two young people aged 10 to 14 took part in the project. This age range 
was not a strict delimitation with regards to who could or could not participate, and merely 
reflects the age of the participants. My aim was to recruit young people who were in the 
transition from childhood to adolescence, as this period typically involves a changing 
perception of self as well as an increased autonomy and independence in relation to the 
selection of peers (Furstenberg, 2000). The increased diversity of contexts in which young 
people tend to find themselves in this period is likely to result in their awareness of a wider 
range of good life narratives. 
The layout of the project sessions was determined by the differing availabilities of various 
actors in the project (researcher, gatekeepers, participants) and hence differs from group to 
group. The first group consisted of four year 7 and year 8 girls who lived in Godalming, a 
historic market town south of Guildford, and attended a local secondary school. All four girls 
were from economically disadvantaged backgrounds. The research activities took place over 
three consecutive days in the school that they attended. One member of school staff was 
present during the research activities both for safeguarding purposes and to ‘help me keep 
the girls focused’. 
Table 2: Table of participants’ chosen pseudonyms and socio-demographic backgrounds of 
groups. 
Although both the participants of the second group and those of the fourth group lived in 
Guildford, the young people differed in their social characteristics. The young people from 
Participants’ chosen pseudonyms Socio-demographic background
Group A 
4 girls
Apple, Mango, Orange, Avocado Low-income families
Group B 
3 girls and 3 
boys
Scuba, Raptor, LML, Cory, Tarzan, Jorja Middle-class families
Group C 
4 girls
Pickle Rick, Pickle Jeﬀ, Pickle Pete, Pickle Phill Middle-class families
Group D 
5 girls and 3 
boys
Isabella, Sponge Bob Square Pants, Pleb, T-
Rex, M&M, Thomas The Tank Engine, Cats and 
Dogs, Popet
Low-income families, and a 
middle-class family.
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the second group could be described as coming from middle-class families. Most of them 
lived in nice areas of the town and attended a secondary school with an Ofsted ranking of 
Outstanding. Only one of the six participants of the second group did not live in Guildford, 
but in a neighbouring town where she attended a local primary school. These participants 
were recruited through snowball sampling starting from parents working at the University of 
Surrey. The research sessions for this group took place over two consecutive days at the 
university in a room in the Centre for the Environment and Sustainability (CES). 
On the other hand, most of the participants of the fourth group were from low-income 
families, lived locally to the youth club, and attended a close-by secondary school. 
Additionally, one participant was from a middle-class background, attended a Guildford 
secondary school with Outstanding ranking. The participants of this group were pre-
selected by the youth leaders. The sessions took place at the youth group, every week, for 
six weeks, and youth leaders were present both for safeguarding purposes and to help me 
keep the participants focused. 
The third group of participants consisted of four girls who lived in Dorking, another Surrey 
market town. They were recruited through snowball sampling starting from the parent of 
one of them who works at the University of Surrey. They attended a primary school in 
Dorking and can all be described as coming from middle-class families. The research 
activities took place at the University of Surrey and were carried out over two consecutive 
days. 
Each of the four research sites provided a slightly different context for the use and 
(re)production of good life narratives. Hence, rather than envisioning them as so many 
opportunities for traditional triangulation (Denzin, 1978), I approached the sites as new 
experiences that would, perhaps, give rise to different conceptual systems. Indeed, while all 
groups participated in the same project, the group dynamics and contexts in which the 
research was taking place, as well as the young people’s different characteristics and 
familiarity with different places and people, contributed to create wholly different 
experiences from one group to another.  
Visiting and carrying out background research on the locations of the study enabled me 
both to situate the research in a given area and provide contextual information for the 
reader of the thesis, and to familiarise myself with places that young people were 
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mentioning in our research activities. Developing a familiarity, if only partial and cursory, with 
some of the places that young people were referring to throughout the project was 
paramount to forming a better grasp of the contexts of their lives. Not all places of hangout 
were strictly speaking places, as most of the young people also spent a large proportion of 
their time interacting through social media (e.g. Snapchat, Whatsapp, Instagram). 
Additionally, a rather small proportion of the places mentioned were accessible to me, as 
most of those were private homes, schools, and activity clubs. I was also conscious not to 
infringe on the young people’s privacy and did not go anywhere where I felt I would have 
been out of place or unwanted.  
Focus groups and introduction to filming. 
The focus groups were the first research activity that the participants were involved in. They 
lasted 45 minutes on average and were audio-recorded, so I could focus entirely on the 
conversation. They covered topics such as what it is like to be a young person today, what 
does it mean for young people to live well in a given area, what kind of things do young 
people do on an everyday basis, their hopes and aspirations for the future, and so on. The 
wide range of topics gave young people the opportunity to bring up a diversity of narratives 
of the good life.  
Using focus groups rather than individual interviews promoted the use of collective, socially 
accepted narratives over personal ones (McGregor, 2004). Focus groups have the double 
benefit of potentially fostering more ideas and reducing the pressure on each individual 
participant to answer every question asked. Additionally, they provided a setting in which 
the power balance between participants and researcher could be more easily negotiated 
and redressed than in individual interviews due to the number of participants involved 
(Greene and Hogan, 2005; Farrugia, 2013). This must be seen as a step towards a more 
equal relationship between children and researcher rather than a definitive method for 
avoiding power imbalances and should not be used as a cover for ignoring the possible 
power relationships that may arise in the focus groups, or the peer pressure potentially 
experienced by participants. 
!96
Following each focus group, I transcribed the recordings verbatim. In the process of 
transcription, I made sure to consider the ambiance, understood as the atmosphere or 
mood of the discussion, communicated in the recording as well as the content of the 
discussion. The ambiance of a discussion contributes to its context and as such may affect 
the type of narratives arising in the discussion. As part of the context in which meaning 
emerges (Gadamer, 1989), the ambiance of the discussions contributed to my analysis. In 
order to stay mindful of the ambiances, I kept the recordings until I was done analysing the 
data, following which, they were deleted to protect the participants’ privacy. 
Filmmaking activity. 
The filmmaking activity typically went as follows. At the end of the focus groups, I spent half-
an-hour to 45 minutes introducing the filmmaking activity to the young people and giving 
them the opportunity to familiarise themselves with the cameras. These were simple point-
and-shoot digital cameras that could be used either in automatic mode (where the camera 
would adjust focus automatically) or in manual mode (where participants had more control 
over what was in focus). Familiarisation was a particularly important step, as I wanted to 
ensure that the young participants had understood the focus of the filmmaking activity and 
were able to use the cameras adequately.  
I also introduced the rules of the filmmaking activity designed to respect privacy and enable 
safeguarding of the participants. Notably, I asked them not to film faces, recognisable 
landmarks (e.g. their street name), or anything that could indirectly identify them (e.g. 
registration number plate of a parents’ vehicle). Additionally, I asked young people not to 
film illegal or dangerous activities. After the introduction, young people were sent home 
with cameras to film, alone or in pairs, aspects of their lives that they believed represented 
or contributed to what living well meant for young people in their area. The time given to 
young people to complete their filming task widely varied depending on either the timings 
of the host institutions (schools, youth clubs) or on the young people’s availability. Hence, 
while some groups had one to two weeks to complete their filming, other had to execute it 
in a single day.  
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After they completed the filming task, young people came back to edit their footage, 
alternatively using either Windows Movie Maker or iMovie. I made a point of introducing 
them to software that was free and easy to use so in the future they could, if they wished, 
produce films at home in their free time. Throughout the project, I and other adults were 
involved to various extents in the creation of the films. My involvement varied from 
straightforward troubleshooting to advising on cuts and footage selection. Indeed, while 
some young people were happy to fully edit their films by themselves, others asked for my 
input both on the aesthetic of the films and on their content. While I insisted to the young 
people that they should make films that they liked, rather than attempt to please me, some 
films would not have been produced in time without outside contributions (i.e. families, 
youth leaders, etc.). For instance, one participant’s visual impairment made it difficult for her 
both to film and to edit. Hence, her family helped her to film aspects of her life that she 
wished to include in her film, and a youth leader helped her edit her footage. 
Reflexive screening activity. 
The last activity aimed to give young people an opportunity to reflect on their films. 
Participants were invited to screen their films to the rest of the group and feedback on their 
own films and those created by their peers. Taking inspiration from the tradition of shared 
anthropology, I believed that engaging participants in feedback would contribute to an 
important part of the process of reflexivity (Rouch, 1973). After each film screening, I invited 
its producers to talk about it if they wished, before asking questions of my own, and 
opening the discussion to the floor. When possible, I tried to watch the films before the 
discussion so I could prepare specific questions for each group. Sometimes however, the 
layout of the sessions and the timetables of all the people involved meant that we had to 
screen the films as soon as they were finished. 
During this session, young people could think about the representation of young people 
and the good life in their films, discuss aspects of living well that they may have omitted in 
their films, and clarify aspects of their films for my own purpose. Indeed, a growing literature 
focuses on the difficulties of interpreting visual materials and their fragile connection with 
their intent (Barker and Smith, 2012). Asking young people to reflect on their films can be 
one way to minimise the risk of misinterpretation on the part of the researcher. The films 
!98
rarely included any narration, and explanations were minimal. In multiple instances I found 
myself asking specifications about places, objects, and other people shown in the films. 
Sometimes, these collective reflexivity sessions brought up interpretations that the young 
producers did not originally think of and sparked new discussions. This particular aspect of 
the filmmaking project highlighted the malleability of meanings stressed by 
phenomenological hermeneutics and the extent to which meaning depends both on 
context and audience (Pink, 2007).  
Living the Good Life on Instagram 
‘Living the Good Life on Instagram’ is a project that materialised in my second year as a PhD 
student. At the time, I was having trouble recruiting more participants for ‘Filming the Good 
Life’ and seemed to be facing an impasse. With both my allocated research time and 
funding running out, I began looking for a project in which access to research material 
would be relatively straightforward. ‘Living the Good Life on Instagram’ aims to explore the 
narratives of the good life that are presented by users on Instagram and assess their 
compatibility with societal and environmental wellbeing. As I specified earlier, Instagram was 
one of the ‘places’ in which most young people spent time. Phenomenological 
hermeneutics teaches us that as such, Instagram must be understood as part of the context 
of young people’s lives and is likely to play a role in their conceptualisation of the good life 
(Gadamer, 1989). In this part I briefly introduce the project before outlining its design.  
Instagram is an image sharing social media platform boasting over a billion users, and 
known to be particularly successful with young people, as close to half of its user-base is 
estimated to be 24 or under (Statista, 2017). Created in 2010 by Systrom and Krieger, 
Instagram allows users to post photographs and videos accompanied by captions and 
hashtags and to engage with other users’ content. Hashtags make content searchable and 
enter it into the attention economy, hence making posts visible to others (Marwick, 2015). 
Instagram’s recent introduction of a feature enabling users to directly follow hashtags further 
simplifies engagement in specific conversations and with specialised audiences. Arguably, 
the posts tagged #goodlife contribute to an ongoing, Instagram-mediated, socially 
acceptable understanding of what it means to live well. While Instagram posts are not direct 
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and authentic reflections of people’s ideas about ‘the good life’, they at once constitute and 
influence good life narratives.  
Of course, while Instagram has a rather young user-base, it is impossible to guarantee that 
the posts tagged #goodlife are produced by young people only as the platform does not 
provide (or collect) users’ age. Hence while the narratives emerging on Instagram are some 
that young people are likely to see and contribute to, they are not narratives that young 
people elaborate on their own. However, as I explained previously, even in the filming 
project, the productions can hardly be considered as purely young people’s own work.  
Fig 1: Diagram explaining data collection and composition of datasets. 
‘Living the Good Life on Instagram’ involved two types of analysis: a qualitative exploration 
of 200 Instagram posts tagged #goodlife on the one hand, and a quantitative network 
analysis on the relationships between the different hashtags associated with #goodlife. The 
qualitative analysis aimed to bring out the different types of discourses used in ‘good life’ 
posts. It attempts to link them with established currents of thought on what living well can 
mean (i.e. materialism, asceticism, hedonism, eudaemonia, etc.) and explore user 
engagement with specific narratives. The quantitative analysis aimed to shed light on 
relationships between hashtag themes: make the invisible visible.  
I collected research materials in two stages (fig.1). I wished to collect a large number of 
posts to carry out my analysis on but was reluctant to reproduce these posts in the thesis for 
illustrative purposes without the consent of the users. Indeed, even when posting in a public 
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Netlytic Analysis dataset 
(2,000 posts)
Network analysis 
(793 posts)
Qualitative exploration 
(200 posts)
Screen 
capture Illustration dataset (up to 20 posts)
online space, users may maintain strong perceptions or expectations of privacy (franzke et 
al., 2020). Hine (2015) advises that, in relation to digital material, researchers work out the 
appropriate ethical stance as they progress through their research and remain attentive to 
the particularities of each situation. From the outset of the project I had the advantage of 
being well-acquainted with Instagram, and I knew that asking consent for the reproduction 
of images was a common expectation and practice among users when they wished to 
‘regram ’ each others’ posts. I decided to follow the same principle in research, and asked 9
consent for every post that I reproduce in this thesis. Seeking informed consent for the 
dissemination stage only is a recognised strategy of managing consent for materials 
obtained online (franzke et al., 2020). It is worth highlighting that, for one of the good life 
narratives that I have identified on Instagram, no user consented to their posts being 
reproduced. Hence, it is not illustrated through full posts in this thesis. However, I provide 
examples of hashtags and captions used in this narrative. While I did not seek consent for 
the reproduction of hashtags or captions, I made sure to reproduce only segments of those 
rather than full posts, minimising the risks of identifying the users. Many users use similar 
hashtags and captions, lowering the risk of identification of any given person. 
To accommodate my ethical stance, I created two datasets: one for the analysis, and one for 
illustrative purposes. The first stage of data collection was carried out in October 2018 and 
involved the harvesting of 2,000 posts tagged #goodlife through the free software Netlytic. 
These posts constitute the dataset that was the basis for my analysis in this project. 
Following my analysis, I carried out the second stage of data collection and manually 
harvested a small sample of posts illustrative of the types of narratives that can be found on 
Instagram through screen capture. 
Netlytic has been created by two researchers (Dr. Anatoliy Gruzd and Philip May (M.A., J.D.)) 
to facilitate data collection for academic purposes. It offers a user-friendly way to explore 
and visualise data from social media platforms. The software makes use of the Instagram API 
(the application’s programming interface) to harvest data and only collects posts that are on 
public profiles. For every post tagged #goodlife, Netlytic harvests the hyperlink, the 
publication date, the author’s username, the caption, the like count, and the potential use of 
filters. However, posts may be tagged #goodlife in the comments rather than in the caption. 
 ‘regram’ is the equivalent of ‘retweet’, meaning reposting someone else’s post on one’s own 9
account.
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Recently, it has become increasingly common for users to place their hashtags in the 
comment section rather than in their captions in order to keep their posts ‘clean’. Hence, at 
times, Netlytic collects posts that have been tagged #goodlife in a comment, but does not 
harvest these hashtags. Additionally, Netlytic does not collect the image associated with a 
post.  
Accordingly, the first step upon obtaining the Netlytic dataset was to go through every one 
of the 2,000 posts manually to ensure that the correct hashtags and images were recorded 
for each post. However, it is not uncommon for users to delete posts, comments, or whole 
accounts. Adopting the concept of ‘survival’ from documentary research (Scott, 1990), we 
can consider Instagram posts to have a particularly low survival rate. If between data 
collection and data analysis, a harvested post has been deleted, it can be interpreted as a 
withdrawal of consent. After removing all deleted posts only 793 posts were left. While 
there were no images that were openly pornographic, three images broke the Instagram 
rule on nudity. Another two images appeared to be produced by scam accounts. While I did 
not remove either of these types of images from the dataset, I reported the scam accounts 
using the Instagram in-app tool. My decision to leave these images in the dataset was due 
to their being part of the images that users can easily access on the platform through the 
hashtag #goodlife. Hence, they are constitutive of the good life narratives that can be found 
on Instagram and as such, I wanted to make sure that they would be included in the 
analysis. Out of the 793 posts, I randomly selected 200 posts to carry out the qualitative 
analysis.  
Analysing diverse research material. 
The diversity of research material made it difficult to keep analytic coherence throughout the 
thesis. However, approaching the data thematically enabled me to track analytic themes 
across different types of material and identify narratives-as-entities. Hence, while I use 
various analytic methods, the diverse research materials should not be understood as 
separate entities. In the process, I was cautious not to lose sight of narratives-as-
performances and of their influence on narratives-as-entities. In this section I introduce my 
thematic approach to tracking narratives-as-entities, highlight the specificities of research 
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data as instances of narrative performance within a phenomenological hermeneutic 
framework, and outline my creative use of network analysis.  
Thematic analysis: tracking narratives-as-entities. 
Pink (2007) argues that all visual material can be considered on two levels: as realist records 
(coded qualitatively according to broad content themes) and as narratives shaped and 
generated by the participants’ and the researcher’s own interactions with the context of the 
research project. In light of the phenomenological understanding of research data, this 
distinction can be extended to encompass the three different types of data that are in use in 
this thesis: audio-recordings and their transcripts, visual material (films and Instagram 
media), and hashtags used as the basis for mapping relationships between themes. In this 
project, both levels of analysis are deemed important. Throughout the thesis, I have 
considered research materials as realist records in the sense that they constitute specific 
instances of narratives-as-performances in which can be recognised narratives-as-entities. I 
use thematic analysis to track narratives-as-entities in every narrative-as-performance. 
Thematic analysis is a common approach for identifying and analysing patterns in qualitative 
data (Braun et al., 2019). Braun et al. (2019) argue that thematic analysis should be 
approached as an analytic method rather than a methodology due to its flexibility and 
compatibility with a wide range of theoretical frameworks and data types. Indeed, thematic 
analysis can be used to approach data from secondary sources such as media files to 
transcripts of interviews and focus groups. This characteristic of thematic analysis is 
particularly useful in my case, as it enables me to approach all of my data within the same 
framework, leading to analytic coherence and unity throughout the thesis. 
Braun and Clarke (2006) describe thematic analysis as a recursive process composed of six 
stages: familiarisation with the data, coding, searching for themes, reviewing themes, 
defining and naming themes, and writing up. These stages need not be approached as a 
linear process in which each must be completed before moving on to the next. 
Familiarisation with the data begins even as researchers and participants are engaged in its 
co-creation and happens throughout the analysis process. In light of phenomenological 
hermeneutics, interacting with one another is already attempting to make sense of one 
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another, although this making sense can be motivated by differing goals and happen to 
differing extents. The sensory impressions that are felt then inform the following process of 
formal analysis. Jotting down field notes and initial observations, listening to the recordings 
and watching the films, transcribing, cleaning up the Instagram dataset, are all steps that, 
either intentionally or not, contribute to familiarisation with the research material.  
A phenomenological hermeneutic understanding of research means that interpretation of 
research materials is always carried out from a particular standpoint and on the basis of a 
particular horizon. In this light, it is paramount to understand thematic analysis as an active 
process in which themes are not hidden patterns in the data waiting to be discovered, 
rather, they should be seen as categories constructed by the researcher based on what he or 
she knows. This understanding of the researcher’s role in data analysis is congruent with the 
phenomenological hermeneutic view of research as act of interpretation. Thematic analysis 
was conducted both within and across participant accounts, as well as across different types 
of data, looking both for unity and for differences, while keeping in mind the context of 
particular performances as well as their mediational means, and considering the influence 
that these may have had on shaping the narratives.  
Throughout both projects, I was particularly conscious that language, and images, can be 
used ironically. I was cautious to determine whether good life narratives were used ironically 
or not, both in my discussions with young people and in their films, as well as on Instagram 
in the form of hashtags, images, and captions. While an ironic use of a narrative still 
contributes to the broadcasting of said narrative, phenomenological hermeneutics highlight 
that it also modifies it by giving it a different connotation. To some extent, detecting irony 
necessitates a decent understanding of the broader context in which narratives are used. It 
was important that I learned ‘in and as part of the world’ (Pink, 2011a: 270) of my 
participants. Unable to spend extensive amounts of time with them, I aimed to acquire 
knowledge that was relevant to young people’s lives through engagement in activities that 
they engaged in, expanding in this way my horizon. 
Watching some of the videos made by YouTubers who were recurrent in our conversations, 
visiting some of the locations that young people mentioned, as well as engaging with 
movies and songs that occurred in the conversations contributed to give me a better 
understanding of the context of narrative use. Of course, simply engaging in these activities 
!104
could not guarantee a correct understanding and I repeatedly sought clarifications with my 
participants. In phenomenological terms, I needed to understand, at least some, of the 
concepts forming the horizon of young people if I was to understand their use of particular 
good life narratives. While I could ask clarifications when needed in my work with young 
people, this was not the case on Instagram. However, I trusted my previous experience as an 
Instagram user to be able to detect irony in posts.  
Considering narratives-as-performances. 
While a major focus of mine was to establish which sociocultural good life narratives young 
people used, I was also interested in how these were constructed in practice. Hence, 
alongside carrying out a thematic analysis to track narratives-as-entities, I also paid particular 
attention to each instance of narrative-as-performance for its own sake. This exploration of 
narratives-as-performance and their influence on the creation, maintaining, amending, and 
broadcasting of narratives-as-entities was informed by phenomenological hermeneutic 
insights on the nature of communicative acts.  
Following the model outlined by Miles et al. (1994), I transcribed the focus group and 
screening session recordings after each session. This process of early transcription both 
ensured that impressions occurring during the research sessions did not go amiss from the 
formal analysis and enabled me to refine themes and lines of questioning in the research 
sessions (Kazana, 2018). Recordings were transcribed verbatim to enable me to pay 
attention both to the content and to the form of young people’s performances. Without 
engaging in strict conversation analysis, silences, hesitations, and instances of chaos were all 
considered as important elements in young people’s use of particular narratives. In 
transcription I was especially cautious to preserve, as much as possible, the ambiance of 
research sessions, and throughout the analysis process went back and forth between 
transcripts and recordings to ensure that I understood not only what was being said but also 
how it was being said. The ‘how’ was an integral part of meaning creation.  
Similarly, while visual data can be primarily used to illustrate the points made by 
participants, Heath et al. (2012) argue that it is also fruitful to interrogate it for its own sake. 
Following Pink (2007), I argue that photography and video are not simply used to record 
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data but also as media through which knowledge is created. Indeed, she explains that the 
analysis of visual material can not only translate visual evidence into verbal knowledge, but 
also explore the relationship between visual and other forms of knowledge. Hence, 
throughout the research process, I have wondered how visual material shaped good life 
narratives.  
Specifically, Banks (2008) highlights the necessity to analyse images in their social context of 
production and consumption. I wish to go beyond an identification of narratives in visual 
materials, and explore the modes of creating and sustaining these narratives. Both the 
filming project and Instagram offer distinct possibilities for producing visual materials. Both 
come with pre-determined rules that at once curtail and enable particular forms of creativity. 
Making use of phenomenological insights, Eberle (2013) argues that any practice of data 
collection already implies a choice and constrains the types of insights it can collect. On 
Instagram for instance, the form and content of posts are highly dependent both on the 
established social conventions that prevail on the platform and on the platform’s design and 
interface (Laestadius, 2017). Being a ‘successful’ Instagram user entails learning which type 
of posts will ‘make it to the top’. Similarly, not only did the young people who took part in 
my research have to follow specific rules relating to ethical and timing issues (no faces, a 
maximum of two songs, under five minutes long, etc.), the format of young people’s film 
productions was influenced by common visual types of the time such as vlogs and YouTube 
videos. These aspects are seldom innocent, and the argument could be made that it is to 
the advantage of major media companies that some good life narratives prevail over others. 
Here of course, I must remain conscious of my own imposition of particular rules on the film 
production and their shaping of the emergent narratives.  
Beyond what was visible in the films and images (the content), I was also interested in 
people’s use of established visual genres in relation to different types of content. I 
considered that both Instagram users and the young people from the filming project were 
proficient members of contemporary visual culture. I already mentioned that the films 
sometimes made use of a vlog type of format or made reference to YouTube practices (i.e. 
‘like and subscribe’ at the end of a film). I also notably paid attention to the use of 
advertising visual genre, family photographs/video-recordings, or artistically oriented work. 
In short, I was careful to relate the material produced and collected in the projects to 
contemporary visual culture and considered that the use of established visual genres in 
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relation to particular types of content also contributed to the fashioning of a given good life 
narrative. I felt that my own experience as an Instagram user and my conscientious watching 
of YouTube videos and TV series mentioned by young people, as well as my visual 
knowledge of archetypal visual genres enabled me to relate the visual genres that I 
detected in research material to the broader contemporary visual culture. 
A further point that I wish to touch on is the plurality of meanings of research data (Schwartz, 
1992).  Visual images are viewed differently from one context to the other. For instance, the 
ways in which participants view their films during the editing process and the final screening 
will inevitably vary, and these themselves differ from the ways in which both films and 
photographs are interpreted in academic contexts (Morphy & Banks, 1997). This also of 
course applies to audio-recordings, transcripts, and hashtags. Each context influences the 
goals motivating the act of interpretation as actors are engaged in different types of 
activities (editing, watching, theorising, etc.). But within a same context and activity, research 
materials also take different meanings for the different actors involved (participant, youth 
leader, myself) as they are interpreted from our respective standpoints and on the basis of 
our respective horizons (Schütz, 1967). As polysemic texts, images take on new meanings 
without changing content as they move from one context to the other (Lomax and Casey, 
1998). In a phenomenological hermeneutic view, the same can be argued of recordings, 
transcripts, and hashtags. The contexts of consumption of these materials contribute to the 
modification and maintaining of particular narratives.  
Semantic network analysis: co-appearance of hashtags related to the good life 
The network analysis was carried out on 793 posts containing up to 30 hashtags each, 
adding up to a total of 6130 hashtags in the dataset. It was designed to provide 
complementary insights to the visual analysis of Instagram posts and aimed to map out the 
relationships between different themes of hashtags appearing in posts tagged #goodlife. 
While I considered hashtags to be integral parts of particular instances of narratives-as-
performance when I analysed them in the context of their respective posts, this section 
outlines the specific methods that I used to track narratives-as-entities through hashtags by 
considering hashtags on their own. 
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The dataset containing the hashtags used for the analysis was first cleaned up using Python, 
before being imported in Gephi. Gephi is an open source software for graph and network 
analysis. It uses a 3D render engine to display large networks and allows for spatialising, 
filtering, navigating, manipulating, and clustering the data (Bastian et al., 2009). Using 
Gephi, I plotted the co-appearance of any pair of hashtags in any given post. Namely, a 
hashtag appearing in a given post was paired up with every other hashtag appearing in the 
same post to explore the relationships between different hashtags that people use in 
relation to the hashtag #goodlife.  
Before proceeding any further, I wish to clarify some terms specific to network analysis that I 
will be using throughout the thesis. In Gephi, each hashtag was represented by a node, and 
the co-appearance of hashtags was represented by a link between them called an edge. I 
also wish to highlight that my approach to network analysis is a creative one, and as such, it 
is not strictly bound to the traditional methods employed by analysts in this field. While I 
employ some of the measures used by network analysts, the layout of the network is 
determined manually and nodes represent hashtags rather than people. As I specified 
earlier, to track narratives-as-entities, I approach all of my data under the broad umbrella of 
thematic analysis, and as such, my use of network analysis involves manually classifying 
nodes into thematic clusters, instead of using an algorithm to determine the layout of the 
network. Creative approaches to network analysis are increasingly popular (i.e. Droogan and 
Peattie, 2017), but to my knowledge, as of yet this is the only one that classifies hashtags 
used on Instagram into thematic clusters. Simply put, I use the tools provided by network 
analysis to carry out a thematic analysis on a large scale.  
The network of hashtags was imported as an undirected network. This means that the edges 
that represent the relationships between hashtags were bidirectional: if hashtag A appears 
in a post with hashtag B, then hashtag B necessarily appears in a post with hashtag A too. 
Upon importing the network, the first step was to delete the hashtag #goodlife. Indeed, due 
to its appearance in every post, the hashtag #goodlife had a relationship to all of the 
hashtags in the dataset, making it difficult to visualise the relationships of other hashtags 
with each other. In comparison to the  hashtag #goodlife, all other relationships seemed 
insignificant. Hence I made the decision to delete both #goodlife and #GoodLife. While 
Gephi considers hashtags with capitals to be different from hashtags without capitals, 
Instagram does not differentiate between the two.  
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As I wanted to keep only those hashtags that were used often, the next step was to exclude 
all hashtags that appeared only in one post. To this aim, I filtered the dataset by node 
weight and only left those nodes that had a weight superior or equal to two. The node 
weight is the amount of times that a node, in this case a hashtag, appears in the dataset. 
The remaining 1538 nodes were then manually classified into thematic clusters. In order to 
carry out the thematic classification, for each tag, I checked the post(s) in which it was 
appearing. This enabled me to be aware of the context in which hashtags appear and 
helped me to decide how to classify them. I trusted my experience as an Instagram user to 
be able to determine when hashtags were used ironically. In the process of classifying the 
hashtags into clusters, I deleted connector words (#and, #by, etc.), usernames, and 
punctuation signs (#.). I also deleted hashtags that clearly referred to different things in 
different contexts, for I could not choose which theme to class them in. At the end of the 
classification process, I was left with 1526 hashtags classified into 33 thematic clusters.  
However, the relationships between different thematic clusters were difficult to see as each 
cluster gave out multiple links to the other clusters it was connected with. To simplify the 
visualisation, I merged all the nodes within a thematic cluster to create a ‘supernode’. In that 
way, if a thematic cluster (represented by a supernode) was linked to another thematic 
cluster, the link would be represented by a single edge, making the graph clearer overall. 
When merging, I had to determine the weight of the new supernodes. To this aim I decided 
to add up the weights of all the nodes within the merged cluster. I favoured adding up over 
calculating an average because I wanted the weight of a supernode to also convey an idea 
of the space that a given theme was taking up in the dataset, and by extension, in relation 
to the #goodlife on Instagram. Using an average would normalise the weight, making it 
difficult to understand the scale of a cluster. By adding up the weights, supernodes 
accounted for the number of hashtags that a cluster contained.  
Following the merge, the graph contained 33 supernodes representing the thematic 
clusters, each connected through one weighted edge to other supernodes in the dataset. 
The weight of an edge represents the number of times two themes co-appear in the dataset 
and hence gives an idea of the strength of the relationship between these two themes. 
Gephi provides a list of edges, making it easy to explore the strength of various 
relationships. In my analysis of the edges, I paid attention both to strong relationships, as 
well as to relationships that were weaker than I would have expected. I then colourised in a 
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same colour supernodes that had strong relationships to each other, and weak relationships 
to other supernodes, potentially revealing parallel understandings of the good life on 
Instagram.  
To cross-validate my colourisation, I ran a modularity calculation on the whole dataset (prior 
to filtering) and observed which modularity class the nodes were classed in. Modularity is a 
measure of the structure of a network. It was designed to measure the strength of division of 
a network into clusters. Networks with high modularity have dense connections between the 
nodes within clusters but sparse connections between nodes in different clusters. Modularity 
is useful for detecting community structure in networks, but suffers from a resolution limit, 
making it unable to detect small communities. Hence, while modularity was an appropriate 
tool for verifying relationships between supernodes, my early attempts to use it to 
determine thematic clusters were unsuccessful. However, modularity classes loosely 
corresponded to my colourisation.  Indeed, on a low level, all supernodes are connected, 
suggesting that, given a high number of Instagram posts, all themes eventually co-appear, 
making it difficult in a modularity calculation to obtain well delimited clusters corresponding 
to given themes.  
Chapter summary. 
This chapter gave an overview of the research philosophy that I adopt in this thesis and 
outlined both research projects as they crystallised in research practice. The theoretical 
concepts stemming from phenomenological hermeneutics outline the types of knowledge 
claims that can be expected to result from my empirical research. In the context of 
phenomenological hermeneutics, I argued for research that is both critical and forward-
looking, and made provisions for the realisation of these goals. I argued that the films 
created by the young participants and the discussions that we had, as well as the Instagram 
posts that I collected, constitute a good entry point into shared narratives of the good life 
that young people use. While these do not necessarily reflect what living well means for any 
given person, they constitute normative routes along which one can lead, or attempt to 
lead, one’s life. In that sense, they are paramount to any project of sustainable futures.  
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CHAPTER 5: Discursive and visual narratives of the good life in the 
context of a filmmaking project.  
Introduction 
This is the first of two chapters that focus on the findings from the filmmaking project that I 
carried out with small groups of young people living in Guildford and surrounding towns. 
This chapter is concerned with the narratives, both visual and discursive, that are used by 
young people to explain what living well means to them. The particularities of visual 
narratives of the good life are covered in detail in the following chapter, but here, I treat 
both visual and discursive narratives as complements to each other and do not focus on the 
specificities of visual material. In the first part of this chapter, I give an overview of the 
aspects of their lives that young people valued and present some of the discourses that 
were used to talk about them. I relate the use of certain discourses to the social and material 
contexts of young people’s lives and explain that some groups of young people were 
excluded from the use of these discourses in relation to their current lives. In the second 
part of this chapter, I refer back to some of these discourses and introduce the good life 
narratives that were used by young people to describe what living well meant to them. I also 
cover the strategies that young people envisioned to realise their ideal lives, and the 
discourses that they used to navigate potentially challenging futures. Throughout, I take 
care to consider the implications for enabling and transitioning towards fairer and more 
sustainable ways of living.  
Things that matter, discourses, and socio-material infrastructures. 
In this first part, I focus on the aspects of their lives that young people described to be 
important to living well. With the aim of sketching the physical context of young people’s 
lives, I first provide a brief introduction of the three towns in which participants lived and 
remind the reader of the participating groups. Then, I introduce the topics that emerged as 
having importance in young people’s lives as well as some of the discourses that were used 
to talk about these. I end this part by discussing how the social and material contexts of 
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young people’s current lives could make some discourses available to some groups and not 
others. 
 
People and places: introducing the three towns and the 
project groups. 
This project involved the participation of four groups of 4 to 8 
young people living in various parts of Guildford as well as 
two surrounding towns: Godalming and Dorking. I refer to 
these groups as Northside and Southside (broadly from 
Guildford), Pickle group (Dorking), and Fruit group 
(Godalming). 
Guildford is a large town in Surrey dating back to the Bronze 
Age. It is divided into 12 localities and is the second highest 
populated district in Surrey. While some of its localities, such 
as Charlottesville, are amongst the least economically 
disadvantaged of the country, others such as Park Barn or 
Bellfields are in the 20-10% most disadvantaged of the 
country according to the 2015 Index of Income Deprivation 
Affecting Children. On the border of the Surrey Hills Area of 
National Beauty, the town has easy access to hiking paths and 
89 per cent of its land is designated as Green Belt. Outside of 
London, Guildford is one of the most expensive places to buy 
property in the country. In 2017, house prices were double the 
national average for England and Wales, and one third 
higher for the South East. Conversely, there is a constant 
shortage of affordable housing.  
Goldaming is situated 4 miles southwest of Guildford. The 
town is also part of the Green Belt, and in 2016 the borough 
of Waverley, in which the town is situated, was assessed by 
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Fig. 1: Maps of the scores given 
b y t h e I n d e x o f I n c o m e 
Deprivation Affecting Children 
( 2 0 1 5 ) t o t h e l o c a l i t i e s 
c o m p o s i n g G u i l d f o r d , 
Godalming, and Dorking, from 
least disadvantaged (green) to 
most (red).
the Legatum Institute to be the most prosperous  in the UK. Yet, the overall prosperity of 10
the town hides some localities which are among the 40% most disadvantaged of the country 
according to the 2015 Index of Income Deprivation Affecting Children. A similar observation 
can be made about Dorking. Situated in Mole Valley, the town borders the Surrey Hills Area 
of National Beauty. While the Legatum Institute puts Mole Valley as the second most 
prosperous borough of the UK, Dorking encompasses localities such as Holmwoods that are 
amongst the 20% most disadvantaged for children.  
The young people who took part in the project came both from economically 
disadvantaged and relatively well-off families. Broadly speaking, young people from the 
Northside group lived on the northern side of Guildford and came from relatively 
economically disadvantaged families. Most young people from the Southside group lived on 
the southern side of Guildford and all were from relatively well-off families. Young people 
from the Pickle group all came from Dorking and were from relatively well-off families. Those 
from the Fruit group lived in Godalming and were from relatively economically 
disadvantaged families.  
All three towns present varying levels of inequality affecting children (see fig. 1), with 
localities that are amongst the least disadvantaged of the country bordering with localities 
that are amongst the most disadvantaged. While Godalming has the least income inequality 
affecting children, it still presents a mix of disadvantaged and non-disadvantaged localities. 
As I will show in this first part, these varying levels of inequality influence the experiences 
that young people have and the places that they go to, as well as the discourses that they 
can use, at least in relation to their current lives. 
Things young people valued. 
This section is focused on the things that young people described as being of importance in 
their lives. I believe that they will come as no surprise to the reader as they echo earlier 
findings (e.g. Fattore et al., 2007) and are congruent with the domains used in indexes of 
child well-being (e.g. Bradshaw & Richardson, 2009). These were articulated in relation to 
 The Legatum Institute assessed prosperity on the basis of economic quality, business 10
environment, education, health, safety and security, social capital, and natural environment.
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leisure activities, significant others and community, security and support, food, nature, and 
affect. I cover these briefly here and introduce some of the ways in which young people 
talked about them. 
Leisure activities 
Young people both talked about engaging in leisure activities in the focus groups and 
presented these activities in their films. Valued activities were hanging out and chatting with 
friends, watching movies, YouTube videos, or TV shows, playing video-games, listening to 
music, engaging in creative leisure (playing music, making crafts, baking, performing in a 
theatre play, etc.), and sports (football, gymnastics, basketball, cycling, swimming, etc). 
Young people typically engaged in these activities out of particular interest, to relax, to pass 
time, or to spend time with significant others but they could also be valued for the skills that 
they enabled them to develop. For instance, in their film, Tarzan and Jorja explained that 
‘sports let [us] portray a passion and develop as a team and as an individual’. 
In line with existing research (Arslan et al., 2010; Spilkova, 2012) young people also 
considered shopping to be a leisure activity. This activity was favoured by girls, and was 
talked about with enthusiasm in every group except Northside, where it was not mentioned 
at all. Going to shops was, as participants pointed out, not necessarily motivated by a desire 
to buy something: ‘Sometimes it’s not even that I want to buy anything, I just go’ (Avocado) 
and ‘We kind of just look around shops and if we like stuff we buy it I guess but that’s it 
really. Not anything special really, we just have a look around.’ (Tarzan). This type of 
browsing was typically carried out with friends, partly because parents did not let their 
children go alone, but also because going alone was considered ‘boring’. Hence it was 
understood as a social activity and, as previously observed about malls, shops seemed to 
provide a ‘place for hanging out’ (Matthews et al., 2000: 279). While going shopping was 
not necessarily motivated by the desire to make a purchase, it often resulted in one: 
‘Sometimes I’m like ok I won’t buy anything and then I’m like, I’ve bought stuff, 
sorry!’ (Apple) 
‘Every time I go into town I always end up buying something to do with 
food.’ (Jorja) 
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With the exception of shopping, most of the leisure activities that young people engaged in 
could be classified as relatively sustainable leisure activities. Indeed, recent research (Isham 
et al., 2019) shows that physical activities, creative leisure, and social activities have good 
potential to both be part of low-carbon lifestyles and contribute to subjective wellbeing. 
Typically, these are activities that are time intensive, local, and require little material 
throughput. It is perhaps unsurprising that young people mentioned these activities as 
important aspects of their good lives, but their relatively low-impact is a silver lining. 
Additionally, most of the time these activities were carried out locally, either at home or in 
town. These activities also had the benefit of being accessible to all, as testified by the fact 
that they were embraced by all young people, regardless of gender, disability, or 
socioeconomic background. 
Fig. 2: Stills from films portraying some of the diverse leisure activities that young people 
engaged in.  
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Significant others and community. 
Across all groups, young people talked about the importance of friends and family, and, to a 
lesser extent, pets. Friends and family were described as people who one had fun with and 
(usually) enjoyed spending time with. Although relationships with friends and family were 
not happy and easy at all times, young people typically presented them as people who 
loved and supported them. Although both boys and girls talked about friends in the focus 
groups, girls included significant others in their films to a much wider extent than boys did. 
LML was the only boy to include significant others in his film (a picture of his friends and a 
clip of his mother cooking). 
Fig. 3: Stills from young people’s films representing significant others and community.  
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While friends and significant others referred to intimate groups, community was a wider 
circle of people who young people could feel they belonged with. The topic of community 
was explicitly brought up only in LML’s film, but young people talked about (and 
represented) different places in which they had access to a circle of people wider than 
friends/family. For instance, LML created a specific category in his film that was focused on 
‘community’. It included a photograph of his friends, the statue of Alan Turing at the 
university, his t-shirt with a stylised map of Africa, and paraphernalia inside the university 
cathedral. This is clearly a category that, although it includes his friends, refers to wider 
groups of belonging. For LML, community was related to diversity and bonding with 
people. While other young people did not specifically talk about community, they 
mentioned places where bonds with people and belonging were important. For instance, 
Jorja and Tarzan spoke about the importance of living in a safe neighbourhood and wished 
to live in a place close to their friends. Sponge Bob and Thomas the Tank Engine included a 
picture of the house rules of the Northside community centre, as well as a picture of the 
logo of their performing arts centre.  
Significant others and communities were recurrent in relation to leisure activities. 
Additionally, some young people, such as LML, also engaged in activities with people who 
shared their faith. Some young people also seemed to be proud of their origins, such as 
LML and Raptor. Young people from Southside talked about the importance of diversity, and 
young people in Northside talked about ensuring that everyone should feel included. 
Overall, young people seemed to want to have safe, friendly places to live in, and diverse 
communities to belong to.  
Security and support. 
Security and support were mentioned both in relation to physical aspects of their lives and 
to mental health. Both in the Fruit group and in the Southside group, the words ‘safe’, 
‘secure’, and ‘stable’ came up more often than probably expected in conversation with 
10-14 year olds. Participants wanted a safe environment to live in, without crime and where 
they felt comfortable being outside (Tarzan, Jorja, Scuba, LML). Security was also talked 
about in material and financial terms, notably among young people from the Fruit group 
and from Northside. Achieving financial stability and independence were described as 
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particularly important in these groups. While young people from Southside mostly 
described safety as something readily acquired that could be challenged by others (e.g. 
criminals), young people from the Fruit group and Northside seemed to put the emphasis 
on their own responsibility to achieve security.  
Additionally, support was also talked about in relation to less tangible elements, such as 
mental health or relationships. Families and friends were, among other things, understood 
as providing unconditional support. For instance, in their film, Tarzan and Jorja described 
pets as ‘listening and never judging’ and said that family was ‘always there, no matter what!’. 
Mango and Apple also included a picture of one of their families in their film under the 
category ‘support’. While this is an accepted discourse, it contrasts with research showing 
that families and friendship groups can also have a negative influence on wellbeing 
(Goswami, 2012; Murray-Harvey & Slee, 2012). Peers have been said to be involved in a 
large proportion of bullying episodes (Atlas & Pepler, 1998; Craig et al., 2000), and 
friendship bonds have been acknowledged to be ‘often unstable, fractious and volatile 
between individual girls’ (Besag, 2006: 536).  
Fig. 4: Stills from young people’s films representing ‘support’. 
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For some of the young people at least, the relationships that they had with their families 
seemed conflictual, as I notably found out through the youth workers who supported me in 
Northside. However, young people themselves did not talk about familial or peer conflict. It 
is worth noting that, with the exception of Isabella, young people from Northside included 
very little footage or images from their homes, and none representing families. Conflictual 
relationships are highly unlikely to be limited to the Northside group, but it is the only group 
in which I had the occasion to find out about them. It is unclear whether the rest of the 
young people who took part in the filming project had exceptionally good relationships with 
their peers and families, or whether they were simply using a normalised discourse to 
describe these relationships. 
Alongside informal sources of support, young people referred to institutions that could 
provide support in times of need, such as churches, or mental health advisors from the 
charity named Eikon. While few young people identified with a faith, many had attended 
sessions with Eikon advisors at their schools for various mental health issues. Security was 
also related to what was appropriate for young people their age. For instance, the Pickle 
group explained that they did not use Facebook because it featured news articles about 
abductions and kidnappings, which was considered to be ‘adult content’.  
Food 
Food was widely depicted in films, and young people talked about going to cafes and fast 
food joints during the focus groups too. Young people often made reference to food that 
was eaten outside the home, notably in cafes and fast food joints. For girls, getting food 
from cafes was part of the shopping experience. While boys did not talk about going 
shopping, they mentioned going to fast food joints with their friends. Hence, consuming 
food outside the home was often a social activity, and places where food was consumed 
could be understood as hangout places. As with shopping, fast food joints and coffee shops 
were seldom mentioned in the Northside group.  
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Fig. 5: Stills from young people’s films depicting food.  11
 Please note that the school crest on the third image down in the right column has been 11
blurred. Blurring young people’s images alters the aesthetic of the image and disrupts the 
intention of the image-maker (Lomax, 2015; Sweetman, 2009). As this thesis will be available 
online, and online images have the potential to be accessible to a wide audience and 
remain available for ‘time immemorial’, this difficult decision was made to protect the young 
person’s identity. 
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Additionally, a few young people such as Scuba and Isabella talked about consuming food 
at home, or cooking food (Scuba, LML). Although some participants engaged in sustainable 
food practices, these were rarely selected for sustainability’s sake. For instance, Isabella was 
a vegetarian, but this dietary choice was motivated by personal gustatory preferences and 
health concerns. T-rex also took part in a vegan week challenge that she had heard about on 
YouTube because ‘it makes you feel better and be a better person’. Although here, a 
potential link to sustainability is present, T-rex explained that it made one be a better person 
because of respect given to animal rights, rather than because of reduced environmental 
impact. While animal rights are linked to environmental protection, the link is not explicit in 
T-rexes account. Scuba however, described (good) food as being ‘sustainable and energy-
providing’ in her film. Food was also talked about in relation to diversity by Tarzan and Jorja 
(food as a way to explore various cultures). 
Nature 
Nature was explicitly talked about in the Pickle group, the Northside group, as well as the 
Southside group. It was talked about in focus groups and present to some extent in films. 
When the topic of nature came up, it was typically talked about as something beautiful and 
enjoyable to spend time in: 
‘Nature is relaxing, beautiful, and understanding. It is a place where you’re alone 
with your thoughts.’ (Tarzan & Jorja - in film) 
‘It’s nice when you’re around [nature]. With all the animals…’ (Pickle Pete - focus 
group) 
‘Nature is nice and it’s beautiful’ (LML - focus group) 
‘It’s just kind of pretty to see and to watch it grow. In winter it’s quite boring 
when it’s all dead and stuff…’ (Tarzan - focus group).  
Here, to some extent, nature is referred to in Romantic terms, for instance in the emphasis 
on the individual being ‘alone in nature’, but also on the emphasis on its beauty and overall 
pleasantness. But some young people also pointed out that we, as humans, depended 
upon nature: 
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‘I think [nature] has a place in everybody’s life because without nature we would 
all be dead because trees create oxygen and… yeah. And they get rid of carbon 
dioxide, and flowers take in carbon dioxide from the air so the air is cleaner… 
and plants and nature and things like that… I mean we can survive without 
eating animals but some people do.’ (Scuba - focus group). 
Here, nature was understood as necessary for human subsistence, rather than merely pretty 
to look at or pleasant to spend time in. However this was not a common discourse among 
the young people who took part in the project.  
Outdoors spaces appeared in many films, but a few young people specifically categorised 
particular images as representations of ‘nature’ in their films. This was notably the case of 
young people from Guildford who took part in the first project that was held at the 
University of Surrey. Two boys, LML and Raptor, created ‘sections’ in their films by 
annotating images with text. One of the sections that was used by LML and Raptor was 
‘nature’. Additionally, Tarzan and Jorja captioned some of their pictures with ‘nature is 
relaxing, beautiful, and understanding’, suggesting that the images captioned in this way 
are representative or signifying of nature. In the case of LML and Raptor, these images were 
pictures of geese, the university waterfall, plants, waterlilies in the university lake and baby 
birds, the sky, the view of the Hogs Back hill from the Cathedral next to university. Tarzan 
and Jorja used nature to refer to geese, the waterfall, and waterlilies in the lake. Hence, 
nature seemed to be used in reference to wild animals and outdoors spaces. Contrary to 
geese, pets were not considered as ‘nature’, as Tarzan and Jorja included pictures of them 
but did not refer to them as ‘nature’.  
In some cases however, ‘nature’ was not conceptualised as a separate sphere. For instance, 
Cory created a category in his film that was called ‘life’ which was similar to that of ‘nature’. 
Cory included trees, geese, the waterfall, and a picture of his aquarium with fish in the 
category ‘life’. When I asked him to explain what he meant by life, he said: ‘Life like, the 
living world and things… the people in this room…’. Rather than separating ‘nature’ from 
the rest, Cory created a category that included all living things. This understanding is 
congruent with Scuba’s notion of the environment as a necessary condition for subsistence, 
as it makes no distinction between humans and their support systems.  
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This, however, did not seem to be the norm. The environment was often talked about in 
aesthetic terms, and climate change was deplored for the impact that it had on aesthetics, 
and on animals that seemed far removed from us. Note that young people typically used 
the terms ‘climate change’ and ‘global warming’, although it is worth noting that the data 
was generated before the school strikes initiated by Greta Thunberg and the spread of the 
use of the term ‘climate breakdown’. Environmental impact was noticed in relation to 
littering, tree cutting, and melting ice caps, which were mentioned in all three groups that 
talked about the environment.  
Fig. 6: Stills from young people’s films of elements that are referred to as ‘nature’. 
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When asked about which practices young people engaged in to mitigate environmental 
impact, recycling and not littering were the two that came up the most. These are, of 
course, both notions that have been consistently repeated over the past few years, and 
accessible activities for young people, so it is perhaps unsurprising that these came up. But 
talking about environmental protection in these terms could also reduce environmental 
sustainability to having a nice and pleasant place to live in. While care for local environments 
can encourage caring for the wider environment (Cooper, 2005), it can also obscure 
exploitative relations and dependencies on places of support (Plumwood, 2008). 
Feelings and emotional states: (some of) the language of mental health. 
Emotional states have been emphasised by the growing child mental health discourse, with 
particular focus on depression and anxiety (O’Reilly & Lester, 2017). Across all groups, young 
people regularly used mental health discourse in relation to emotional states, perhaps as a 
result of the ways in which youth wellbeing has recently been framed in social policy (Wright, 
2015). The terms ‘depression’, ‘anger’, ‘self-conscious’, ‘anxiety’, that are recurrent in mental 
health discourse, were commonly used in all groups to refer to emotional problems that 
were perceived as barriers to wellbeing, either for themselves or for other young people. 
For instance, young people talked about feeling self-conscious, or anxious. Orange explicitly 
talked about how posting on social media could be anxiety inducing and bring out self-
conscious feelings:  
‘I can get quite self-conscious. And I can get anxiety about some things… like… 
I’ll be like very happy one minute, on my phone, I really like the picture. Next 
minute I just… something puts me down about it. Like I keep looking at it, keep 
looking at it, and somehow my anxiety just goes up. And I’ll just be like no I can’t 
do it, can’t do it.’ 
In general, wellbeing was talked about in terms of feelings or emotions. It was related either 
to the presence of positive feelings/emotions and absence of negative feelings/emotions or 
perceived to be a balance of the two. Questions regarding ‘wellbeing’ seemed to be 
typically taken to refer to ‘happiness’. For instance, I always asked the young people how 
they knew if other people were doing well. The question is ambiguous on purpose, and 
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could refer either to states of mind or to life developments, but young people typically 
understood it as referring to the former. Isabella said ‘I always feel like you can tell when 
people are really happy. Like when they are… like when you’re calm, and kind, and you’re 
laughing a lot. I always think laughing is a good sign’. Conversely, some young people 
found it hard to tell whether others were well because emotions could easily be 
dissimulated: ‘My friend looks always happy but I can never tell if he’s sad unless he tells me 
himself’ (Pleb). But in either case, ‘doing well’ seemed to be equated with ‘being happy’. 
But negative feelings or emotions could also be understood as an integral part of a good 
life. Pickle Pete and Pickle Jeff included a voice-over section in their film explaining the 
fluctuating nature of their emotions throughout life:  
‘It’s okay to be sad, it’s part of life, and everybody will experience it. It’s normal, 
there is always a positive side. A good life doesn’t mean that you have to be 
happy all the time, it means that you need to have a variety. There is happiness 
at the end of the tunnel’.  
The voice-over created by Pickle Pete and Pickle Jeff presented above also emphasises the 
importance of the outlook that one has on one’s life. While it has been shown that selective 
attention to positive aspects of one’s life (as opposed to negative ones) can contribute to 
greater positive affect overall (Grafton et al., 2012), there could also be concerns that such 
discourses obscure the structural causes of negative feelings and emotions. In general, the 
focus on young people’s emotions has been said to result in a dilution of the emphasis on 
other aspects of wellbeing (Strong & Sesma-Vazquez, 2015). I come back to the discourse of 
mental health in relation to emotional states on pages 132-134. 
Mapping the good life on the ground. 
The previous section gave an overview of the things that young people presented as 
valuable aspects of their lives, as well as of some of the discourses that they used to do so, 
notably in relation to friends and families, nature and feelings/emotions. As I suggested 
earlier, these findings are seldom surprising and do not contradict the dominant common-
sensical notions of what being well could mean to a young person. In this section however, I 
take these findings a step further by linking them to the actual context of young people’s 
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lives. As Deneulin and McGregor (2010) highlight, our personal ideas of what living well 
means are formed on the basis of shared meanings whose construction results from power 
dynamics. In this section, I explain how the availability of particular discourses could be 
affected by the differences in social infrastructures available to young people and trace 
some of the discourses used by young people to vested interests.  
Physical places of hangout and discourses.  
Earlier I introduced the three towns and suggested that while some neighbourhoods were 
relatively well off, others had high levels of economic inequalities affecting children. Here I 
explain how inequalities of income can restrict the use of particular discourses to particular 
groups, and how these inequalities are further reinforced by the differing availability of 
supporting infrastructure. 
Throughout the project, young people mentioned different places in which they were 
spending time. These of course included homes and schools, but parks, shops, coffee and 
fast food places, as well as social media were also referred to ‘places’ where young people 
hung out. It however quickly transpired that places were not available to all young people 
equally. This was particularly the case in relation to those places where young people spent 
their leisure time. In all groups, young people extensively talked about spending time in 
parks. Parks were valued because they were both a place where young people could hang 
out independently of adult supervision, and a place that was understood to be safe enough 
to reassure parents and guardians. The following excerpt from Northside offers multiple 
reasons why young people went to parks: 
Youth worker: Why do parks make a good life? 
Isabella: Because… I just go to swings. It’s a nice feeling. It’s good fun. 
Sponge Bob: I think it’s just fun because.. because my mates go there. 
T-Rex: There is only one park where we can go and listen to songs, and we 
always go there. 
Hence, parks could inherently be a fun place to go to because of the type of things that 
could be found there (e.g. swings), but also places where young people could meet up with 
friends and do things that they valued (e.g. listening to music, play football, hang out, etc.). 
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This sentiment was echoed by young people across all group, regardless of economic 
disadvantage or gender. The importance of places of independence to young people has 
been noted in relation to spaces such as disused urban green areas (Hallam et al., 2019). 
Similarly, parks provide a place where young people can hangout with their peers without 
adult supervision. A good park was one where they were free to hang out and felt safe. But 
depending on the area that one lived in, these kinds of parks could be difficult to come by. 
Poppet, who was initially quiet and difficult to engage, sprung up when I asked what could 
be made better in Guildford: 
‘Have a garden for flats. They said they would have that done, and they still 
haven’t. It’s been two years now! Where I live there is that car park and like with 
many flats, and there is basically nothing there. There is no park, nowhere to go, 
or anything’.  
This is not solely an issue for young people who live in economically disadvantaged 
neighbourhoods, as Pickle Pete, who lived in a small village outside Dorking, also 
complained about the absence of a park there. Hence, while all young people enjoyed 
spending time in parks, either because of their inherent appeal or because parks enabled 
them to engage in activities they valued, these were not always available. Indeed, Poppet 
and Cats & Dogs who set themselves out on a mission to find a ‘good park’ for teenagers in 
their area as one of the main topics of their film concluded that most of the parks close to 
where they lived were ‘baby parks’.  
In addition to parks, participants from Southside, the Pickle group, and the Fruit group, 
talked about going shopping for apparel with friends, hanging out in coffee shops as part of 
a shopping trip, or meeting up with friends in fast food restaurants. Hence, when I carried 
out the last project in Northside, I was expecting that these would also be mentioned by the 
participants. But in Northside, it was by their absence from our conversations that coffee 
shops, shopping trips, and fast food joints were made salient.  
The absence of these kinds of places from the ‘good lives’ of Northside participants can 
partly be linked to the relative unavailability of shops and food places in that area. However, 
it is worth mentioning that both the girls from Dorking (the Pickle group) and those from 
Godalming (the Fruit group) complained about the unavailability of shops where they lived. 
Guildford was often described as a better town for young people specifically because it had 
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easy access to shops that they were interested in. Yet the relative unavailability of the kind of 
shopping outlets that they liked in their own towns and the distance to Guildford town 
centre did not prevent them from going shopping. Indeed, all talked about going to 
Guildford High Street for shopping trips with friends, even though these were not as regular 
as they wished. But for young people in Northside, the distance from shopping outlets was 
further reinforced by income inequalities. Indeed, not having money to spend on apparel, 
food, and transport, limited young people’s ability to take part in shopping.  
From the strict perspective of environmental sustainability, this could be cause for 
celebration, yet in a society in which consumption is a valued way to participate and even 
exercise citizenship (Trentmann, 2007), the exclusion of a portion of the population becomes 
highly problematic. Douglas (1976) argues that consumption is not solely about the 
provision of material goods, but enables one to participate in society in a meaningful way. 
Picking out and exchanging the right goods for the right occasions is an integral part of 
sustaining relationships and showing that one is aware of the (arbitrary) standards in place. 
Beyond matters of subsistence, poverty can be understood as a restriction of choice which 
makes it difficult to uphold existing conventions of ‘good consumption’ (Douglas, 1976). 
Research has shown that inadequate clothing or mobile phone can limit young people’s 
ability to make friends or lead to bullying (Nairn & Spotswood, 2015). The effects of one’s 
inability to partake in the consumer dream extend beyond the strict sphere of consumption 
and reverberate across multiple domains of life. 
For girls, the shopping trip is understood not solely as giving access to fashionable apparel 
or being an enjoyable way to spend time, but as a rite of passage in itself (Russel & Tyler, 
2005; Cody, 2012). In her group, Pickle Jeff was the only one who had not yet been on an 
unsupervised shopping trip with friends. She spent a long time explaining to me why; and 
justified it by saying that she had seizures and had to go to the hospital when she first 
wanted to go shopping with a friend. I am not sure whether this story is true or not, but it is 
telling that she felt the need to justify and explain (without being prompted) why she never 
went. Going shopping seemed to be linked with being ‘grown up’:  
‘I like shopping because I get away from my parents cause they don’t usually 
come with me. And then.. it’s not just to get away from them but like it feels 
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like.. alone and grown up. I can get my own stuff, you know what I mean?’ (Pickle 
Pete). 
This is also felt in relation to being able to dispose of one’s own money in general. In the 
Southside group, five of the six participants were in year 7. The sixth one, Scuba, was in year 
6. Initially, all the participants were hanging out with each other, irrespective of whether they 
were in primary or secondary school. But soon enough, the other participants found out that 
Scuba was not in secondary school and started excluding her from their group. Later on, 
during one of our breaks, the year 7 participants asked whether they could go to a cafe that 
was on campus. As they had been provided with copious amounts of snacks both by their 
parents and myself and could not possibly have been hungry, I was amused by the request 
but decided to oblige. All the year 7 participants had brought money and were eager to 
spend it. Girls purchased milkshakes, boys bought snacks and soda. Scuba, who did not 
bring any money, was feeling left out, so I offered to buy her whatever she wanted from the 
cafe. But I soon realised that it was not about having a snack or a milkshake, but about 
purchasing it yourself with ‘your own’ money. The next day, Scuba brought money and 
insisted that we go to the coffee shop again. This time she purchased a milkshake for 
herself. 
Some of the young people explained that going shopping was not necessarily motivated by 
the desire to buy anything in particular, it was simply about being able to go. But being able 
to go required having enough money to carry out a potential purchase, as young people 
commonly waited until they has gathered enough funds to go on a shopping trip. It seems 
that in our society, being able to dispose of one’s on money and making consumption 
choices is perceived as a sign of maturity. Anthropologists would argue that rites of passage 
are what enables young people to graduate to adult status and gain recognition as an 
integral member of society (e.g. Mead, 2001 [1928]). It is perhaps unsurprising that 
consumption plays a part in the coming of age process in consumerist societies, but this 
further highlights the inequalities faced by economically disadvantaged young people. For 
the young people in Northside, their economic disadvantage effectively restrained the kinds 
of discourses that they could use, and excluded them from the consumerist claim to a good 
life, at least in relation to their present lives. 
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Disappearing public space and the rise of social media. 
In the last section I explained that the places that are available to young people to hang out 
can be linked to some of the discourses that they use. On this basis, I have suggested that 
the disadvantage of young people from Northside is reinforced due to their exclusion from 
shopping outlets, which other young people presented as a valued hangout place. 
However, young people can also be excluded from public space on the basis of their life 
stage.  
There is abundant research on the disappearance of public space that is welcoming to 
young people (Valentine, 1996; Valentine, 1997). Culprits tend to be a perception of unsafe 
outdoors,  disinvestment into parks and playgrounds, young people being seen both as 
potential victims in need of protection and potential threats, but also growing privatisation 
of public space (Wridt, 2004). During the three years that I have spent in Guildford, the 
shops that young people used to spend time in have slowly been replaced by more 
expensive and exclusive shopping outlets as well as beauty salons. The New Look and H&M 
have closed, only to be replaced by COS or leave vacant space. These are not the only 
shops that have been closing, but these are two of the ones that young people mentioned 
going to. Apparel and sport shops, as well as restaurants, have slowly been closing, leaving 
behind them spaces that are still vacant now. The high prices of rent on the High Street and 
the increase in online shopping, combined with stagnant wages and inflation have been 
pushing franchises to close their stores (see The Guardian article by Holder, 2019).  
But disappearing spaces are not the only limiting factor to young people’s use of public 
space. Indeed, young people may not be welcome in some public spaces. For instance, 
young people in Northside talked about the experience of being chased away from parks, 
both by the police and by other adults. Indeed, some of the public spaces attractive to 
young people are grounds of dispute. This has previously been observed in relation to 
young people’s struggle for their right to hangout in malls (Matthews et al., 2000) but also 
parks and urban green space (Ravenscroft & Markwell, 2000). Indeed, Harris (2004: 98) 
argued that ‘public space is by default adult space’, although, young people are agentic in 
the face of marginalisation (Hil & Bessant, 1999). Marginalisation from public spaces on the 
basis of age also intersect with those on the basis of race, parental income, and social 
background (i.e. Travlou, 2007).  
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Simultaneously, young people’s use of social media and access to online content has been 
growing. The Ofcom report (2017), that surveyed over 1,300 children aged 5-15 and their 
parents in the UK, shows that across all age groups, use of YouTube substantially increased 
between 2016 and 2017. In the US, two waves of surveys conducted in 2012 and in 2018 
show that the percentage of young people aged 13-17 who use social media multiple times 
a day increased from 34% to 70% (Common Sense Media, 2018). Online platforms seem to 
provide a space of relative autonomy and independence for ‘identity processes to unfold 
and be tested’ (Polak, 2007: 86). However, like young people’s use of parks and malls, their 
use of social media can be the topic of dispute, notably with parents and educators. In the 
UK, parents’ concerns about the internet are rising, notably with regards to collection of 
personal data, damages to reputation, pressure to spend money online, cyberbullying, 
harmful content, and the possibility of radicalisation (Ofcom, 2018). Traditionally, social 
media use has been associated with negative effects on wellbeing, but a systematic review 
of 43 research papers exploring the effects of online technologies on teenagers’ mental 
health showed that the majority of studies reported either mixed or no effect(s) (Best et al., 
2014). Ultimately, wellbeing outcomes are shown to be highly differentiated in relation to, 
among other things, the type of technology used (Rosen et al., 2014), individual disclosures 
and responses (Frison et al., 2014), as well as the content one engages with (Meier et al., 
2014). 
In this project, young people from all four groups hung out on multiple social media 
platforms. Nearly all used social media to socialise: it is a place where relationships and 
identities were done and undone. For instance, Orange and Avocado, two best friends, talk 
about the different ways in which they use their phones to develop their relationship.  
Avocado: Sometimes you can tell like over text say it’s like you and I we always 
send kisses and like, hearts, and then…  
Orange: … you don’t send kisses. 
Avocado: Yeah say like you’re angry with me and I’m like are you OK? and then 
she didn’t send anything back, or like read it and didn’t reply, I know she’s like 
upset. 
Indeed, relationships seemed often played out online through social media. For instance, 
Apple, who lives quite far from all her friends from school, was spending a lot of time on 
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FaceTime in the evenings with a boy. One morning she came to the project room and the 
subject of her entering a romantic relationship with that boy the night before was subject of 
much distraction, conversation, and giggling. Of course, her friends already knew about it, 
and were only continuing the online conversation offline. Relationships initiated offline are 
acknowledged to be strengthened by online communication (Sheer, 2014).  
Young people also used social media to develop or maintain their identities. Both Orange 
and Avocado also explained how they support each other in effectively performing girlhood 
on social media. They explained that posting selfies is a typical thing to do for young girls 
on Instagram, but it can be a source of anxiety. Friends show support by helping one pick a 
selfie to post, encouraging one to do it, and commenting on it and liking it.  
While messaging tools (e.g. FaceTime and WhatsApp), YouTube, Instagram, and Snapchat 
are used by both boys and girls nearly equally, some networks seem to be favoured by a 
given gender. For instance, girls seem to use musical.ly more than boys, and boys spend a 
lot of time on multiplayer video-games (e.g Fortnite). As with offline spaces, both genders 
have spaces where they can socialise with their own, or with the other gender. 
Yet, online like offline, not all identities and ways of socialising are welcome. The playground 
has its own rules and conventions, and there are ‘recipes for success’. Additionally, it is far 
from ‘free play’. It is well known that social media is controlled by for profit companies and 
funded through advertisements. A very popular social network among young people, Vine, 
was recently deleted as it could not foster enough revenue (the format, 6 second videos, did 
not allow for substantial ads). From a social and environmental perspective, the hold of for-
profit companies on the spaces where young people spend a large proportion of their time 
is worrying, particularly in the context of the disappearance of other types of public spaces. 
Chapter 8 specifically deals with participation on social media and outlines the relationship 
between Instagram and the formation of good life narratives.  
Prominent discourses and vested interests.  
In this last section, I trace the discourse of mental health used by young people back to 
vested interests. I focus specifically on mental health because of the fluency that my 
participants seemed to have established in it and its widespread use among them. Mental 
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health discourse has previously been problematised and deconstructed in relation to the 
indigenous peoples of North America (Gone, 2008) and economically developing countries 
(Jakubec, 2004). Without engaging in a detailed deconstruction, I here problematise mental 
health discourse in relation to economically disadvantaged young people.  
Mental health currently benefits from an increased emphasis both in schools and in social 
policy. For instance, New Zealand’s Labour government has published its first wellbeing 
budget, from which £980m goes to improving mental health services, notably for people 
who are said to suffer from ‘mild to moderate’ mental health. While nothing of the sort is 
currently happening in the UK, over the past few years, Surrey schools have been assisted in 
their promotion of mental health by a charity called Eikon. Many of the young people who 
took part in the filming project had at least had one meeting with a representative from 
Eikon, and some of them attended regular sessions.  
Eikon aims to support ‘vulnerable young people’ by ‘tackling the root cause of the problem’ 
which they refer to as ‘parenting, conflict resolution, anger management and self-awareness’ 
(website). They aim to improve wellbeing and resilience by helping young people to: 
’develop their awareness of themselves and the situation they are in, be more 
positive about themselves, improve their social and communication skills, 
develop strategies for coping with difficult situations and feelings, grow more 
positive and supportive relationships’  
Eikon bases its assessment of the need for intervention in Surrey on a report issued in 2013 
by the Community Foundation for Surrey, a foundation promoting philanthropic giving to 
disadvantaged communities. The report states: 
 ‘Shockingly, in a number of areas across Surrey, more than 30% of children and 
young people live in poverty, some areas being significantly worse than the 
national average. For such an affluent county this is unacceptable, with long-
term multiple consequences for the children and families affected. Yet there are 
proven solutions and experienced community and voluntary groups that can 
change lives, if they have the resources’ 
Across the whole county, the report explains that 10% of children live in poverty, two-thirds 
of whom live in working households. Although Eikon works with young people from all 
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socio-economic backgrounds, their website specifically emphasises the need for 
intervention amongst those who live in economic disadvantage as ‘these county-wide 
pockets of deprivation place strains on families which often results in family breakdown, 
domestic violence, hazardous drinking and high levels of debt.’ As the light is shone on 
behavioural and emotional ‘issues’, the fact that it is possible, in the current UK economy, to 
be working and in poverty, is eclipsed from view.  
The goals of foundations such as CFS and charities such as Eikon are of course laudable, but 
they hardly seem to tackle the ‘root cause of the problem’ as they put it. Klein (2017) 
explains that capitalist philanthropists propose solutions that shift the focus away from the 
structural causes of poverty. The CFS report was funded by ExxonMobil - it is perhaps not 
surprising in this context that the focus is not on structural causes. Recently, Philip Alston, 
the UN rapporteur, produced a report (2018) revealing that deliberate and directed cuts to 
public services carried out since 2010 have pushed increasingly more people into poverty. 
The inability, or unwillingness, of the government to support vulnerable people leaves the 
fate of social provision to be determined by companies with vested interests in glossing 
over particular issues. 
Worryingly, these discourses might be teaching young people that behavioural and 
emotional ‘issues’ are the main origin of their disadvantage. While behavioural and 
emotional disorders can evidently hamper one’s wellbeing, exclusive focus on such issues 
individualises responsibility to succeed and normalises the economic and social contexts in 
place. Ultimately the influence of such discourses on the young people who took part in the 
project is unclear. But, as in all groups my questions regarding ‘where they heard about 
wellbeing’ were answered with references to Eikon, the charity seems to have established a 
recognised role in relation to what being well might mean.  
Good life narratives, strategies for realising ideal lives, and discourses to 
navigate the future. 
This second part presents the good life narratives that were used by young people, the 
steps that they envisioned taking for realising their ideal lives, and the discourses that they 
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used to navigate potentially challenging futures. Throughout, I am attentive to the 
implications for enabling and transitioning towards fairer and more sustainable futures.  
Good life narratives. 
In this section, I introduce the good life narratives that young people used to describe what 
living well meant. There were three types of good life narratives: lavish dreams, the ‘good 
enough’ life, and the ‘caring’ life. I first present these separately before comparing them in 
relation to each other on the basis of promoted ends, means, and implications for fair and 
sustainable futures. 
Lavish dreams: the good as luxury 
In nearly all groups, at least one person mentioned wanting to become very rich. For 
instance, LML explained that his ‘ideal type of life is a big mansion and playing basketball 
everyday. Netflix… to be a basketball player, an actor, or a musician, and to be really 
famous’. Similarly, Pickle Pete said that she wanted to become a ‘trillionaire’, and Pleb also 
specified that she wanted to make a lot of money and buy a big house in which she would 
live with all her friends. All three boys from Southside had a particular interest in luxury cars, 
and two of them included a song by EO called German in their films. The song is about 
owning a Mercedes-Benz and having a lot of money. At the time, the singer was 16, and 
hence could not drive the car, but explained in an interview that the point was not to drive 
the car but to be able to afford it (GRM Daily, 2018).  
This kind of good life could be equated to the materialistic aspect of the consumer dream. 
In this approach, a good life is one that abounds in material comforts, luxuries, and status 
acquired through material wealth. It is a traditional approach to the consumer dream that 
still resonates with young people today. While it is clear that in practice few people lead this 
kind of life, it is notable that it appeals to young people regardless of gender or of 
economic disadvantage. This is perhaps because young people can take inspiration from 
media (e.g. songs, films, social media) and are not constrained to the examples given by 
small circles of friends and acquaintances. In chapter 8 I give an overview of the type of 
!135
good lives that are portrayed on Instagram and explain how a narrative similar to the luxury 
dreams narrative harnesses a large proportion of the discursive space of the good life. 
‘Just enough’: the good as ‘normal’  
Young people suggested that the lavish dreams evoked by some participants were a 
widespread phenomenon. In all groups, participants explained that other young people in 
their school were very eager to become rich. Whether these are reflections of the reality or 
ways used by participants to demarcate themselves, it is interesting that these types of 
dreams fell under strong criticisms, both on moral and practical bases. Interestingly, all the 
girls from the Fruit group strongly spoke out against what they called ‘perfect lives’, which 
could be equated to the mainstream consumer dream, or to what I called ‘lavish dreams’ 
earlier: 
Anastasia: What do you mean by perfect life? 
Avocado: Having money. 
Mango: Nothing bad ever happens to you […] a nice house, nice car.  
Avocado: Being able to afford everything. Like everyday buying new clothes or 
something. 
For them, these type of lives would be ‘boring’. Instead, the girls from the Fruit group, as 
well as some other participants, talked about just wanting a ‘normal life’. For Avocado, the 
ideal type of live would be: 
 ‘decent friends, decent family, decent job […] not being like, if someone said 
‘’oh do you want to go out for dinner?’’ and you’d be like ‘’no it’s alright I can’t’’. 
I want to be like, ‘’yeah sure, let’s go.’’’ 
Similarly, Jorja’s normal life involved a secure living environment, a family, and friends. The 
song that Tarzan and Jorja picked for their film (Something Just Like This, by Coldplay), 
provided an interesting contrast to German. Something Just Like This is about looking for 
something (in the song, a relationship) that is normal, not a ‘fairytale bliss’ but just good 
enough. This approach can be transposed to many aspects of the ‘good enough’, ‘normal’ 
life. 
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The ‘good enough’ approach to living well seemed to make appeals to the experiential 
rather than material aspects of life: 
’I think it’s not all about houses but more about the neighbourhood and the 
area. Cause like what I like about where we live at the moment is that we have so 
many friends living near us so we can just knock on their door and just go’ (Jorja 
- focus group) 
Yet, as I will explain later, this did not necessarily mean that the ‘good enough’ life was 
environmentally sustainable.  
Caring life: the good as ethical 
Similarly to the ‘good enough’ life, this last approach focused on having enough, spending 
time with significant others, and stressed experiential aspects of wellbeing. But while it 
regrouped multiple elements from the ‘good enough’ life, it also made a point to take into 
account the influence of one’s lifestyle on others and emphasise the reliance of humans on 
their environment. This entailed both taking into consideration the influence of one’s good 
life on the capacity of one’s contemporaries to pursue a good life, but also on the capacity 
of future people: 
‘I mean if people keep.. people who are doing the deforestation and killing the 
wild and things, they are not really thinking about the future like because in the 
future… we are ruining the world for future people. It’s not their fault, they 
haven’t done anything, and their world is gonna be horrible if we don’t do 
anything’. (Scuba) 
In that sense, this approach could be likened to the discourse of sustainable development, 
notably as established by the report produced by the Brundtland commission in 1987. It is 
also in line with Plumwood’s (2008) insistence that we must care for ‘shadow places’, namely, 
the places of support that enable us to have the good lives that we do. This approach was 
less popular than that of the ‘good enough’ life, but it could be encountered in the 
discourses of a few young people, notably in relation to discussions about nature (e.g. Cory, 
Scuba) presented earlier (see pp. 121-123).  
!137
Comparing narratives of the good life.  
Having briefly introduced the three approaches to the good life that could be encountered 
in young people’s descriptions of what living well meant. I now comment on the different 
potentials that these approaches have to deliver sustainable futures. Then, I compare these 
approaches in order to highlight similitudes and differences.  
Sustainable futures?  
Before proceeding any further, it is important to emphasise that my focus is on the 
sustainability of the narratives that young people refer to, rather than on whether they act in 
sustainable ways. In fact, it is worth noting that young people used a diversity of narratives 
at any given time, sometimes changing with the topics that they were discussing. For 
instance, Cory both mentioned elements that could be attributed to the approach of the 
‘caring life’ in relation to nature and elements that could be attributed to the ‘lavish dreams’ 
in relation to high end cars. These narratives also say little about young people’s actual 
environmental impact, either present or future. As many participants pointed out, dreaming 
of a lavish life is not enough to live it.  
The traditional consumer dream has been characterised as one focused on perfect beauty 
and material luxuries (Dittmar, 2007). Advertisements entice us to buy ever more by linking 
the act of shopping to the transformation of the self (Berger, 1972) and suggesting that 
through the purchase of the latest items we will be as happy, beautiful, and successful as the 
people in the ad. The byproducts of the consumer dream are ever increasing stocks of 
material possessions and the intensive use of natural resources. Good life narratives that 
promote materially-intensive lifestyles, such as that of ‘lavish dreams’, are both 
environmentally and socially unsustainable. Given the planet’s limits, these types of lifestyles 
can inherently only ever be available to a small portion of the world population. Some 
scholars, such as Soper (2007), have been observing that a minority of people is growing 
progressively disenchanted with the consumer dream and turning away from these kinds of 
lifestyles to pursue alternative pleasures.  
And indeed, as I suggested earlier, the traditional consumer good life fell under a range of 
criticisms, notably from proponents of ‘normal’ lives, which at least on the surface, appeared 
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to be less materially-intensive. Of course, the meaning of ‘normal’ and the amount of 
material and financial resources that were needed to sustain a ‘normal lifestyle’ varied from 
group to group and participant to participant.  
Hence while the ‘good enough’ approach to living well has the potential to encourage 
sustainable lifestyles, it did not necessarily do so, particularly when the love for the ‘normal’ 
lifestyle that one leads negatively impacts others’ abilities to pursue ‘normal’ lifestyles too. 
For instance, the Fruit girls, who all agreed that they only wanted a ‘good enough’, ‘normal’ 
life, also declared that they wanted to be able to go shopping for clothes once a week. This 
level of material consumption cannot be compatible with social or environmental 
sustainability.  
Perversely, this narrative can lead to the normalisation of particular lifestyles, making them 
harder to question. While the Fruit girls emphasised wanting to have a decent but overall 
average lifestyle, LML, Pickle Pete, and Pleb put the focus on the extraordinary aspects of 
their lifestyles: ‘big mansion’, ‘really famous’, ‘trillionaire’, ‘big house’, ‘a lot of money’ 
directly opposed ‘decent family’, ‘decent friends’, and ‘decent job’. In that sense, the ‘good 
enough’ narrative is perhaps more damaging than the ‘lavish dreams’ approach to living 
well, that, by its emphasis on extraordinary lives lends itself more easily to critique. In a 
study of people’s perceptions of basic necessities in the UK, Walker et al. (2016) explain that 
culturally embedded understandings of need have changed over time. Alongside changing 
expectations of normal life, they suggest that this is linked to how technologies and 
associated practices become embedded and to the provision or not of public alternatives to 
privately owned items. Quoting Shove (2003: 188), they refer to the ‘continual creep of 
convention and the escalation of ordinary consumption’. As items and practices become 
normalised and perceived as necessities, living without them becomes increasingly difficult. 
As both Douglas (1976) and Townsend (1979: 31) observed, destitution is not merely a 
matter of imperilled subsistence, but one of exclusion from ‘ordinary patterns, customs, and 
activities’. Yet, these ordinary patterns may be far from sustainable, widely complicating the 
question of what sustainable wellbeing can mean.  
The last narrative was much less used than the first two, constraining the quantity of 
research material that is available in relation to it. However, it seemed that in this narrative, 
there was an awareness of the impact of one’s lifestyle on the present and future others, as 
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suggested by Scuba’s quote presented earlier. In this sense, the good life narrative of the 
‘caring life’ could be understood through the lens of ‘caring for’. Following Tronto (1989), 
Meah and Jackson (2017) make a distinction between ‘caring for’ and ‘caring about’. Caring 
for relates to taking care of someone or something and is understood to be personally felt 
and embodied. While caring about may result in practical action, it is typically more abstract. 
Many young people talked of ‘caring about’ the environment. For instance, Thomas the 
Tank Engine explained that he was sad for the penguins, but that overall, climate change 
did not bother him. Similarly, Pickle Rick admitted that it was ‘really sad to think that the ice 
caps are melting and that we don’t respect our environment that much’. Yet, this type of 
caring about was not morally binding: 
Pickle Jeff: Well I don’t like the thought of animals being kept harshly. 
Pickle Rick: Or being killed. 
Pickle Jeff: Or being killed! 
Pickle Pete: Or small cages. 
Pickle Jeff: Yeah, they do suffer from worrying so that plays big part in it. But I 
like the taste of meat.  
On the contrary, caring for entails making decisions based on moral principles of care, 
respect, and compassion. In this, the ‘good as ethical’ approach to living well has better 
potential to deliver sustainable futures, despite the difficulties linked to deciding whose 
ethics should be followed.  
Different means, similar ends? The potential for shifting meanings. 
I explained that different narratives of the good life had differing potentials to deliver 
sustainable futures, notably due to the means that they called forth to fulfil their ends. 
Calling forth different means is expected when ends are different. Yet, on occasion, young 
people seemed to invoke different means to fulfil similar ends, as well as similar means to 
fulfil different ends. Pleb’s description of her ideal life was a particularly interesting one:  
‘I’m gonna get a good job, then I’m gonna make a lot of money, then I’m gonna 
buy a big house, and then I’ll have no worries and all my friends are gonna live 
with me.’ 
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Similarly to LML and Pickle Pete, she mentioned a ‘big house’ (a ‘big mansion’ in LML’s 
account) and making ‘a lot of money’ (being a ‘trillionaire’ in Pickle Pete’s account). Yet, her 
motivations to obtain these were closer to those of, for instance, Jorja’s, Tarzan’s, and 
Scuba’s dreams of living close to their significant others and being safe, rather than those of 
LML and Pickle Pete. In Pleb’s dream life, materially-intensive means are put to the service of 
social rather than personal ends. While this does not necessarily reduce the environmental 
impact of the selected means, it does suggest that similar ends can be pursued along more 
or less environmentally-friendly paths. This is a particularly welcome insight for anyone 
looking to promote sustainable lifestyles, as it might be possible that the social functions 
performed by consumerism could be realised through more sustainable alternatives (Evans 
& Jackson, 2008). As Walker et al. (2016) argued in relation to energy use, material means 
are often deployed to achieve more fundamental and intrinsically valuable ends. Indeed, 
quoting O’Neill (2011: 34) they noted that: 
‘There are a variety of different ways in which the needs for nutrition, affiliation, 
and so on can be met… the possibility for such substitutability is a condition for 
the possibility of shifting to strategies of satisfying needs which have lower 
material and energy impacts and hence for sustainability.’ 
As Evans and Jackson suggest (2008), there is hope for changing the practices that perform 
particular valued social functions. 
Strategies for achieving good lives. 
Earlier I introduced the narratives that young people used to describe what living well meant 
to them. I now turn to discussing the steps that young people envisioned taking to achieve 
good lives in the future and explain how these related to the context of their current lives. 
Steps taken in order to secure their ideal lifestyles were both articulated in relation to 
traditional schooling and to perceived alternatives. For instance, Orange highlighted the link 
between traditional schooling and financial stability:  
‘I think I’d want to just be independent and going to university means like I can 
get a good job, a well paid job, so I could help… not help but you know, being 
able to pay for my bills, get a house or a flat… whatever I can afford.’ 
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Her emphasis on rather unremarkable (and yet sometimes incredibly difficult to secure) 
aspects of life such as paying bills and having accommodation put her motivations for 
attending university in line with her desire to have a ‘good enough’ life. Yet, while Orange 
presented traditional schooling as a pathway to financial stability, independence, and the 
realisation of her ideal life, others doubted its ability to deliver on its promises. For instance, 
Poppet explained that her friend who left secondary school and was working in a 
supermarket was living a good life specifically because she was earning her living and being 
independent. Both Orange and Poppet were secondary school girls from economically 
disadvantaged backgrounds, but they favoured different pathways to their good lives. 
Indeed, the young people from Northside had a very different discourse on school from that 
of participants from other groups. Participants from Northside talked about how the 
educational system could fail third culture and economically disadvantaged students, while 
participants from other groups emphasised the stress and anxiety experienced in school, 
notably in relation to school tests. Of course, both are valid concerns, but they testify to 
different types of experiences of school. Scholars have shown that it is common for young 
people from economically disadvantaged backgrounds to close off some pathways for 
themselves because they expect low odds of success (see for instance, Evans, 2006 or Willis, 
1981). In this study, regardless of whether they truly believed that they were less able than 
other young people, some of the participants in Northside, and to a lesser extent in the 
Fruit group, talked about themselves in ways that undermined their achievements and 
capacities. 
To some extent, the doubts that young people from Northside raised in relation to the 
ability of mainstream pathways to deliver their dream lives can be understood in parallel to 
their exclusion from certain types of dominant discourses that I introduced in the first part of 
this chapter. While there seemed to be less restrictions on the kinds of good lives that they 
could dream to have in the future their choices of strategies to realise them were limited. In 
this context, it is perhaps of little surprise that the young people from Northside were the 
most enthusiastic about jobs that promise high rewards but that are not typically perceived 
to necessitate traditional schooling, such as actor, musician, YouTuber… or even raising an 
animal army to enact world domination (Thomas the Tank Engine)! On the contrary, the Fruit 
girls, who despite their economic disadvantage did not feel alienated from mainstream 
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discourses (notably in relation to shopping), also felt less alienated from traditional 
schooling.  
Ultimately, young people who felt alienated from traditional schooling often refused to be 
tied down to the roles that the current societal order had laid down for them. But turning 
toward what they presented as more attractive alternatives, they were faced, here again, 
with low rates of success and high difficulties. Taking the example of YouTubing, Bärtl (2018) 
explains that the wide majority of YouTubers cannot live off their YouTube earnings alone. A 
recent report from the charity Education and Employers based on a study of 13,000 UK 
school children aged 7-11 suggests that children start to rule out career options from an 
early age. They argue that career choices are often influenced both by what they see in the 
media and by the jobs held by people they know. And here again, we come back to the 
need for infrastructures that support young people in securing good lives. 
Navigating the future: nihilism, technological innovations, social change.  
Regardless of the strategies adopted, the current social, economic, and environmental 
conditions may make it difficult for young people to attain their ideal lives. In this last 
section, I consider which discourses young people used to respond to these challenges and 
examine the potentials of these discourses to catalyse transitions to sustainable futures.  
Being antisocial, nihilism, and talks of no future. 
Throughout the project, young people struck me in describing themselves and others as 
persons who do not do much and are not particularly interesting. Young people qualified 
this type of person as ‘antisocial’. For instance, when I asked the young people from 
Northside what they usually did on a normal day, Pleb answered ‘Play Xbox and be 
antisocial!’. However, the meaning of ‘antisocial’ here differs from that which typically 
appears in psychological research. For the young people who took part in this project, being 
antisocial meant ‘seeing no one’ (Pleb) and ‘just staying at home’ (T-rex). As an example, 
Pleb talked about her friend who ‘literally just goes to school, comes home, and sits in his 
room playing Xbox and watching games […] he talks to about five people at most’. Hence, 
talking to no one, is relative. Originally a pejorative term, here ‘antisocial’ seemed to be 
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used in a relatively favourable way, perhaps as a means of defying social expectations of 
sociality and asserting one’s right to do as one pleases. 
In addition to overt references to the term, some young people presented themselves in 
ways that could be associated with being ‘antisocial’. For instance, Sponge Bob started by 
telling me the he ‘barely [goes] outside’ and that he spends most of his time in his room 
playing video games or being asleep. Young people seemed to use ‘antisocial’ to refer to 
someone who prefers staying at home and, by their standards, considerably restrains the 
circle of people whom he/she engages in social interaction with. In that sense, the word 
seems to be used in a similar way to ‘asocial’. Later, I found out that Sponge Bob has a part 
in a theatre play and is one of the members of a music band - both of which he talked about 
with enthusiasm and which entail team work and cooperation. None of the young people 
who talked about themselves as being ‘antisocial’ actually were asocial, but it was a striking 
way to present oneself. For instance, I asked the girls from the Pickle group whether they 
had any hobbies: 
Pickle Jeff: I do gymnastics, swimming. Sometimes I play football. 
Pickle Pete: I do hockey, I walk a dog for about an hour and get a fiver for it! And 
then what else do I do…? I do horse riding, and I do gymnastics, and piano and 
drums.  
Pickle Phil: My talent is moving my fingers really fast like that. 
Pickle Rick: My skill is being antisocial. 
Pickle Phil: Same.  
Pickle Rick and Pickle Phil used ways to present themselves that were drastically different 
from those used by Pickle Jeff and Pickle Pete. While Pickle Jeff and Pickle Pete provide 
long lists of their hobbies, Pickle Phil and Pickle Rick refuse to conform to these 
expectations. In this way, they may either be rejecting the neoliberal imperative of ‘being 
busy’ (O’Flynn & Bendix Petersen, 2007: 463) or they may be making an ironic reflection on 
others’ opinions of their occupations. Either way, being ‘antisocial’ seems to mean more 
than simply avoiding social interaction, and here seems to be extended to encompass a 
rejection or suspicion of traditional meanings.  
It is in this sense that being ‘antisocial’ relates to nihilism. There is a parallel between the 
typical occupations of the ‘antisocial’ person (playing videogames, staying home, watching 
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TV) and those asserted in one of the most famous lines in the cartoon series Rick & Morty: 
‘Nobody exists on purpose, nobody belongs anywhere, everybody is going to die. Come 
watch TV’. Rick & Morty was popular among the young people I worked with. In at least two 
groups, young people mentioned watching the series, and one of the groups even 
modelled some of its pseudonyms on the show (Pickle group). The TV show is inspired by 
the philosophies of absurdism and nihilism of H.P. Lovecraft. It is based on the premise that 
we, as humans, are bound to seek meaning in life, but life is absurd, and we probably place 
more importance on our purpose than we should. The show hints that once one is 
confronted with the meaninglessness of life, the only solution is to find importance in what is 
right in front of oneself: friends, family, watch TV, play video-games, and so on.  
However, the nihilistic discourse can justify inaction by highlighting the meaninglessness of 
human action. Going back to the distinction that I introduced between ‘caring for’ and 
‘caring about’, nihilism can justify caring about, but not caring for, as the impact that we can 
have as humans is believed to be limited, or nonexistent: 
‘I had a dream once that if I had superpowers I’d be Flash and pick up all the 
litter’ (Pickle Rick) 
But the sentence implies that if one is not a superhero, one cannot perform these actions 
successfully. The philosophy further justifies inaction by giving all choices equal value: its is 
equally valid to fulfil oneself by watching TV, as it is to do so by fighting for a cause. This 
failure to provide a moral compass and a motivation to act can be problematic from the 
perspective of sustainability. Nihilism is defined as the devaluation of our highest values, 
those that were held to be transcendental. It is the term used to refer to the idea that life 
lacks inherent meaning. While the problem of nihilism can be traced back as far as the early 
Skeptics, it came into consciousness, so to speak, with Nietzsche (Woodward, 2009). 
Conway (1992: 14) explains that Nietzsche alternately referred to nihilism ‘as a psychological 
state and a physiological condition, both of which are marked by exhaustion, pervasive 
pessimism, a dissipation of will, and an unprecedented erethism’. He predicted 200 years of 
nihilism before new values could emerge. 
Whether Nietzsche’s prediction is true or not is unclear. But some young people did feel that 
philosophies that traditionally provided a moral compass, such as religion, had lost their 
influence. For instance, Cory explained: ‘I am not keen on the idea of spending most of my 
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time probably like praying to something that might not be real.’ While, according to Cory, 
religion and associated charitable activities provided meaning and purpose to his parents’ 
lives, he did not see the point in it: 
‘But some people like… waste… like not waste… but in my opinion, they waste 
their lives… they spend like their whole life cooking for people to eat and they 
don’t even pay them [his parents]’ 
These may be generational changes, or simply personal rejections of religion as a source of 
meaning. In either case, it must be pointed out that young people who took part in the 
project did not lack morals. Even though young people rejected (some of) these values, they 
still followed particular rules applying to standards of behaviour and judged others on 
different moral grounds. In a paper written on the cusp of the 2000s, Nixon (1999: 15) 
explained that ‘Just as watching The Simpsons did in the early 1990s, watching South Park 
operates as a sign among today’s children and teens. It signifies their subscription to a 
particular antiauthoritarian and contemporary attitude’. This could, arguably, be applied to 
Rick & Morty today. Ultimately, young people’s use of nihilistic discourse and rejection of 
some traditional values are unlikely to equate to a rejection of all values and an affirmation 
of the meaninglessness of life. As Nietzsche suggested over a hundred year ago, nihilism 
may instead represent a chance to devise new values (Woodward, 2009).  
Technological innovations and social change 
There were two further discourses that young people used to respond to perceived 
challenges, such as that of climate breakdown. The first one was a discourse of confidence 
in the ability of technological innovations to overcome the threat of climate breakdown in 
time. The second one was one of desire to see and drive social change. I treat of both of 
these together as, on the contrary to nihilism, they do not present themselves as negations 
of all values, and rather explicitly embrace particular types of values.  
The use of the discourse of technological innovations was mostly related to discussions 
about environmental breakdown. Here again, it is important to bear in mind that any given 
participant used a multitude of discourses, at times contradictory of each other, and it is 
difficult to say whether any of these discourses conveyed the participants’ beliefs 
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appropriately. Nevertheless, one of the responses to environmental impact was that 
technological innovations should provide adequate solutions. For instance, after initially 
using nihilistic discourse to comment on the future of the world (‘there will be no future’), 
LML responded to Scuba’s insistence on our moral obligation to act to prevent further 
climate breakdown by saying: 
‘It’s getting better though. They are designing electric cars and stuff, and they 
are going to become cheaper and then… we can ride them and stuff’. 
Similar to that of nihilism, the discourse of technological innovations can lead to inaction. 
However, in this case, it is not due to a negation of traditional values, but to the logic that 
the responsibility to deliver appropriate change rests with a particular group of people who 
are experts in the area that needs change. Contrary to nihilism, this discourse typically relies 
on mainstream values, rather than rejecting them. It can be equated to the discourse of 
ecological modernisation that acknowledges ‘design faults’ but does not see the need to do 
away with the institutions of modern production and consumption (Carolan, 2004). Yet, there 
is little evidence that changes in the eco-efficiency of production contribute to substantial 
improvements in environmental impact. Furthermore, in this discourse, the social and 
economic aspects of sustainability are glossed over, making it difficult to deliver any tangible 
change on these fronts.  
In alternative to nihilism and ecological modernisation, a few young people used a 
discourse that promoted social change and their agency to play a part in such change. This 
kind of discourse was used in relation to a variety of topics. Indeed, I already argued that 
Scuba had highlighted the moral responsibility we had to act on environmental breakdown, 
but it was also used in relation to discriminations. Isabella, who is a visually impaired young 
person, had been growing frustrated with the discriminations against her in school: 
‘I think like for me, I’m not very popular and I don’t have many friends at school 
because I walk with a walking aid and maybe because I look different… […] Like 
if they spoke to me, like they might like or not like me, but they just don’t talk to 
me. Like… would you like it if no one spoke to you cause you look different? Or 
you have something a bit different?’ 
For these reasons, she wanted to ‘make the world a better place’: 
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Isabella: I feel like you can change society by writing or politics, but like I 
definitively want to change the world. 
Anastasia: How would you change it? 
Isabella: I don’t know.. I just would like to make a point, you know, that different 
is good… 
Here, Isabella used a discourse of social change. Like Scuba, she talked about changing the 
existing social system, and emphasised her ability to make a change through her actions. 
This is quite a different discourse from that of nihilism (‘I cannot make a change’), and that of 
ecological modernisation (‘It is not my responsibility to make a change’). While this 
discourse was not particularly popular at the time of the project, there is anecdotal evidence 
that it is currently catching on among young people, as increasingly more groups rally 
behind Greta Thunberg and participate in Fridays for the Future climate strikes.  
This type of discourse can be associated to eudaemonic understandings of wellbeing. 
Eudaemonia was developed by Socrates and Aristotle to distinguish between happiness 
derived from pleasure and happiness derived from what he called a ‘life of virtue’. Taken 
from philosophy, the notion of eudaemonia was adopted by psychologists who sought to 
study wellbeing. Under the eudaemonic understanding, while wellbeing encompasses 
pleasure, it resides in the realisation of one’s true nature or ‘daimon’ (Waterman, 1993). 
Broadly speaking, this relates to two concepts that we commonly call purpose and personal 
growth. In an eudaemonic view, purpose and personal growth are necessary to living a good 
life. Scuba, and particularly Isabella, invoked desires to change the world. While it is unclear 
whether they believed that having a purpose contributed to their wellbeing, it is worth 
noting that under the eudaemonic understanding, engaging in social change would be 
beneficial both to the individual (pursuing a purpose) and to the wider society. This is rather 
different from understandings in which engaging in social change is seen as a personal 
sacrifice, as seen earlier in Cory’s comments on his parents’ charitable activities.  
It is difficult to tell the extent to which discourses used really reflect beliefs, but paying 
attention to them is important because different discourses  
‘effectively offer different versions of ‘‘common sense’’. That is, they are not just 
different ways of talking, but different ways of making judgements and dealing 
with new information - deciding what things really mean, what is right and what 
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is wrong, what is acceptable and unacceptable, what flows logically from 
what’ (Ereaut & Whiting, 2008: 10)  
Ultimately, from the perspective of sustainability, the strengths of the social change 
discourse are that it can be applied to a variety of topics, and it gives people a sense of 
much needed agency which is effectively denied by either of the two alternatives. This last 
point is particularly important with regards to children and young people because they have 
long been conceptualised as ‘not-yet competent, not yet complete’ social actors (Cook, 
2005: 156). The discourse of social change emphasises individuals’ capacity to act (Ahearn, 
2000).  
But what this kind of discourse also achieves is to allow the possibility for new values and 
meanings to take root. There is some evidence that at least a small proportion of people are 
growing dissatisfied with consumerism (i.e. Shove, 2007). Additionally, nihilistic discourses 
could be an indication of a rejection of, at least some, mainstream values. In response to the 
growing dissatisfaction, the discourse of social change offers an incentive to create new 
values and empowers people to do so.  
Conclusion. 
This chapter covered some of the findings that emerged from the participative filmmaking 
project that I carried out with young people from Guildford and surrounding towns. I started 
this chapter by offering a brief description of the towns and highlighting the physical 
context of young people’s lives. I then gave an overview of the topics that young people 
considered to be of importance in their current lives: leisure activities, significant others and 
communities, security and support, food, nature, and affect. While none of these topics 
were surprising, young people’s participation in some of these areas (i.e. leisure activities), 
and the discourses used in relation to some others (i.e. emotional states), were linked to the 
social and material infrastructure available to them. I argued for instance, that the 
combination of economic disadvantage and the lack of shops in their area made it difficult 
for young people from Northside to use a mainstream consumerist discourse in relation to 
their current lives. But the influence of social infrastructure could also be manifested through 
the widespread adoption of particular discourses, such as that of mental health. With 
!149
regards to sustainable futures, both examples illustrate the need for social infrastructures 
that are are inclusive and supportive of sustainable understandings of living well.  
The second part of this chapter considered the good life narratives that young people used 
to describe what living well meant. These were: ‘lavish dreams’, ‘good enough life’, and 
‘caring life’. When young people talked about their ideal lives, their use of narratives 
seemed less constrained than their use of discourses in relation to their current ways of 
living. Of course, these were still influenced by dominant systems of value, but dreams, it 
seemed were available to all. However, the strategies adopted for the realisation of one’s 
ideal life had to be congruent with one’s current living conditions. These are both important 
lessons for anyone who hopes to promote change towards more sustainable ways of living. 
First: current conditions do not prohibit embracing different futures. Second: if a transition is 
to be successful, it must be accompanied by  adequate support systems.  
While many young people used discourses that were congruent with dominant 
unsustainable meaning systems, a substantial number of participants seemed to reject at 
least some mainstream values, either through nihilistic discourse, or through a discourse of 
social change. From the perspective of sustainability, the rise of the discourse of social 
change is particularly welcome because it reinstates individual agency and responsibility to 
contribute to better futures. As such, it opens up the possibility of a democratic 
engagement with the search for new values. Here, it is worth highlighting again, that young 
people who took part in the project already engaged in a variety of sustainable practices 
that they enjoyed and valued. All the while acknowledging that these do not strictly replace 
less sustainable ones, we know that a shift to less environmentally damaging practices 
would not necessarily be in opposition with living well.  
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CHAPTER 6: Representations and beyond: a story of evolving research 
goals 
Introduction 
This chapter is the second of two which specifically focus on the findings from the 
participatory filmmaking project that I carried out with young people. While the first of these 
two chapters focused on the meanings of visual and discursive narratives and related their 
use to the broader social and material contexts of young people’s lives, this chapter tells the 
story of evolving research goals and presents research as ‘a process, not just a 
product’ (England, 1994: 244). It starts by outlining the research goals that I started out with, 
before explaining how and why these evolved as I engaged in research practice. 
Throughout the first part of this chapter I notably question the extent to which the project 
could be understood as ‘giving voice’ to ‘reclaim representation’ and consider whether the 
films produced by young people were representations of living well in the context of their 
everyday lives. Without understating the importance of the relationship between meaning 
and representation, the first part invites looking beyond representations. Accordingly, in the 
second part of this chapter I engage more-than-representational scholarship to consider 
‘what more and what else’ (Vannini, 2015a) can be said on the basis of the filmmaking work 
that was carried out as part of this project.  
‘Pictures of our lives?' Considering the methodological and ethical issues arising 
in research practice. 
This first part presents my initial research goals and explains the problems that I faced when 
attempting to realise them. Notably, it considers how differing motivations and levels of 
interest, as well as existing and emerging power relationships complicate the notion of 
‘giving voice’. Then, it considers the extent to which the films produced by young people 
can be understood as representations of living well in the context of their everyday lives, 
before broaching the ethical quandaries that can arise from the production of 
representations. Importantly, this section does not try to deny the possibility of carrying out 
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research with those particular aims nor does it try to undermine their validity. Instead, it 
simply points to the issues that occurred in the specific context of this research project and 
that were instrumental in leading me to rethink my research goals. 
Beginning at the beginning: initial research goals and early difficulties. 
When I first started my PhD, I had the best intentions of giving voice and empowering 
young people, particularly those from economically disadvantaged backgrounds, to reclaim 
their representation in research and beyond. Young people from disadvantaged 
backgrounds tend to be stigmatised in the media (Marôpo, 2014). Poorer children and 
young people can often be represented as ‘unhappy, unloved, and out-of-control’ (Morrow 
& Mayall, 2009), and I wanted to give them a chance to create their own representations of 
themselves and of their lives. I was aware of the impact of academic discourse on the world 
(Foucault, 1991) and hoped to harness this potential to positive ends. In the process, I 
wished to get an idea of what living well meant to young people in the context of their 
everyday lives and explore the place of material consumption in their understandings of the 
good life. Armed with all the naivety and enthusiasm of a novice researcher, I hoped to use 
research to amplify young people’s voices and give them a platform for self-expression.  
To this aim, I had decided to carry out a participatory filmmaking project. Although these 
claims have been disputed (Gallacher & Gallagher, 2008), participatory research methods 
have the good reputation of fostering ‘authentic’ knowledge, emphasising children’s voices, 
and shifting traditional power relationships. In addition, visual research methods are typically 
understood to be child-friendly and engaging (Guillemin & Drew, 2010; Lipponen et al., 
2016; Molina et al., 2009). This is in part due to young people’s (assumed) familiarity with 
cameras and visual media (Heath et al., 2012; Sime, 2008; Waller, 2017), and in part due to 
the belief that young people may find it easier to express themselves through visual means 
(Luttrel & Chalfen, 2010).  
Since the institution of the New Sociology of Childhood paradigm, researchers have aimed 
to recognise the child as a social actor, highlight the heterogeneity of childhood, and pay 
particular attention to the context of children’s lives (James & Prout, 1990). Participatory 
research methods with children are typically carried out in the spirit of Article 12 of the 
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United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UN, 1989) and emphasise the right of 
children to participate in decisions that affect them and to be listened to as experts of their 
lives (Horgan, 2017). This is undoubtedly in line with an understanding of sustainable futures 
as democratic processes in which all social groups should have a say (Hammond, 2019). The 
story of a sustainable and prosperous future needs to be one that people from all social and 
cultural groups can relate to and are eager to be a part of. Through the project, I wanted 
young people from economically disadvantaged backgrounds to tell their story. 
In late 2017, I set out to contact schools and youth clubs to support my research project. I 
wanted to recruit small groups of economically disadvantaged young people and ask them 
to film aspects of their everyday lives that were important to their wellbeing. These could 
then be edited into short clips that we would discuss and reflect on in groups. The project 
was initially designed to be carried out over a couple of months, to give young people a 
chance to film multiple aspects of their lives. Troubles started when, out of over 100 schools 
and youth clubs contacted, only three responded positively. Two of these ended up 
withdrawing from the project before I had a chance to meet the young people. The third 
one, a school in the South of England, ended up faltering after a promising start and much 
initial enthusiasm on the part both of the prospective participants and the teachers. By 
mid-2018 and over halfway into my PhD, I still effectively had no participants and no data.  
Faced with the prospect of failed research and having already acquired digital cameras, 
rather than abandoning the project altogether, I widened the recruitment criteria and sought 
to recruit young people regardless of their socio-economic background. This change of 
protocol coincided with the transition from the school year into the summer break. This was 
a happy coincidence, as lightened schedules made it easier both for schools and for young 
people to carve time out of their days to dedicate to the project. During the summer of 
2018, I carried out the project with a school in Godalming (the Fruit group), as well as two 
groups of participants recruited through word-of-mouth (the Southside group and the Pickle 
group). Later on, as the summer break ended and the school year began its course, I also 
carried the project out in a youth club (the Northside group). 
However, the different timetables of all involved during the summer break meant that 
instead of a timeframe of two months, the project had to be compressed into a few days 
and sessions had to be carried out back-to-back. The intensity of research sessions 
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considerably restrained young people’s opportunities to film aspects of their everyday lives. 
Additionally, the sessions carried out with the young people recruited through word-of-
mouth had to take place at the University of Surrey, for lack of any other available space. We 
often had full days, and young people ended up capturing a majority of their footage at the 
University rather than in their homes, neighbourhoods, and hangout places. These changes 
in design complicated the idea that the films could portray young people’s understanding of 
their wellbeing in their everyday lives. These realisations, of course, were only made upon 
reflecting on research practice, and at the beginning of the process my goals remained for 
the most unchanged. Having set the scene, I now turn to the issues that I ran into as the 
project unfolded. 
From giving voice to co-construction. 
This section considers the question of participant ‘voice’. I explore both how differences in 
motivations and interests contribute to shaping whose voice is ‘uplifted’ (Luttrell & Chalfen, 
2010) by research and how power relationships interact with these differences. In the 
process, I make the move from the goal of ‘giving voice’ to that of paying attention to the 
ways in which the films are co-constructed by multiple actors. 
Differing motivations and imbalances of interest. 
Researchers regularly talk about power imbalances in the context of research projects 
(Cammarota & Fine, 2008; Thomas & O’Kane, 1998), and I will broach these in due course, 
but imbalances of interest are rarely mentioned. Yet, in nearly every research project 
involving human participants there are inherent imbalances of interest. As researchers, our 
practice is one of the areas of our lives we are the most invested in, sometimes to the point 
of undergoing negative effects (Levecque et al., 2017). For participants, a research project is 
unlikely to be their main focus. This is perhaps why participatory research with children is 
wedded to the concept of providing ‘child-friendly’ and ‘fun’ research tools. Ultimately, 
‘engaging participants’ is also about keeping them on task. Here I discuss some of the 
questions that were raised by imbalances of interest and differences in motivations. 
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While none of the young people who took part in this project did it against their will, and 
some, such as Mango, were extremely invested in it, it is clear that the project was also 
somewhat of an ‘assignment’ for them (Chalfen, 2011). Teachers, youth workers, parents, 
and children alike were kind enough to support me in this endeavour, but it also perhaps 
should not come as a surprise that the project finally materialised when children’s schedules 
were lightened and parents were looking for activities to enrol their children in for the 
summer. Young people sometimes took advantage of the project to spend time with friends 
or to get out of class. It is worth acknowledging that the case of Northside is slightly 
different, as the project was carried out there during the winter of 2018-2019. Conversely, 
this meant that taking part in the project or not determined whether they could attend the 
youth club for the couple of months during which it was taking place.  
Clearly, young people’s decisions to participate were motivated by a multitude of factors 
beyond whether or not they thought the project itself was of interest. While, in every 
location, parents, teachers, and youth workers seemed to recognise the project as a 
valuable experience for young people, it is not clear that young people perceived it in this 
way:  
Youth worker: Fun, it was fun, wasn’t it? 
*Participants nod* 
Youth worker: It gave you something to do? 
Sponge Bob: We literally did ours last minute. 
*Lots of noise, but in the chaos I can distinctly hear Sponge Bob saying over and 
over again ‘we did it last minute, last minute we did it’* 
T-rex: It’s like we went out and filmed stuff… 
Pleb: I didn’t actually film anything! 
T-rex: I did go out and filmed stuff in the park. 
Pleb: In the park! My bum was wet! 
Thomas the Tank Engine: Our movie was last minute. Last minute. 
Anastasia: Did you guys find it hard? 
Pleb: She filmed me and my bum was… 
Youth worker: Listen listen! Listen to the question. 
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Participating in the project did not necessarily equate with having an interest in reclaiming 
representation or giving one’s opinions on what living well means for young people. Upon 
reflection it transpires that my goals did not always align with, and sometimes came in direct 
opposition to, those of the participants. Throughout the project, young people were more 
or less (un)willing to participate according to my own preconceptions of what their 
participation should look like (Gallacher & Gallagher, 2008). Group discussions and 
filmmaking did not hold their interest for extended periods of time, and at times young 
people seemed to be more interested in hanging out with each other and exploring the 
University grounds, rather than in reclaiming their representation in research or creating films 
about what living well meant to them. 
The ethical imperative to monitor participants’ interest and facilitate withdrawal is 
commonsensical in theory, but may be difficult to implement in practice. Adequately 
responding to losses of interest, particularly in studies involving groups, may be difficult 
because young people may not want or not be able to leave, or they may want to stay with 
their friends. One of my participants notably lost interest in the project halfway throughout 
the editing activity. Her friend and editing partner however, did not want to leave. I ended 
up letting the participant who did not want to edit stay on her phone for the rest of the 
session. Additionally, participants may want to participate but have ideas of what their 
participation should entail that differ from those of the researcher. Young people did not 
hesitate to appropriate the research tasks for their own purposes (Gallacher & Gallagher, 
2008). For instance, focus groups were sometimes the occasion to catch up on gossip and 
tell each other funny stories, at times completely ignoring me and my questions. Films were 
sometimes appropriated to become inside jokes between participants. One group notably 
wanted to include an aubergine emoji in the title of their film until they realised that I too 
knew what an aubergine emoji  stood for.  12
These differing motivations and levels of interest challenge some of my early assumptions. 
First, it is unclear that young people felt that they needed to be ‘given voice’. Second, some 
participants’ primary motivations for taking part in the project were not necessarily 
reclaiming their representation in research or giving their opinions on what a good life is for 
 Aubergine emojis are commonly used to represent penises.12
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young people. Yet, inevitably in talking and creating films about living well, young people 
used some recognisable good life narratives.  
Whose voice is it anyway? 
Multiple researchers acknowledge that participative methods in which young people create 
visual research material do not guarantee that the materials produced will be made by 
young people only (Lomax et al., 2011; Mannay, 2013). As Lomax et al. (2011) explain, visual 
methods do not erase existing power relationships between children and family members, 
children and researchers, children and other children. The differences in young people’s 
interests that I highlighted earlier also meant that some young people had more influence 
on which elements were included in the films, and on the directions that the focus groups 
took, than others. In this project, assisting to the editing, and sometimes filming, highlighted 
particular ways in which power relationships are enacted. 
Lomax (2012) argues that children can sometimes, deliberately or inadvertently, exclude or 
diminish the participation of other children. The film produced by Poppet and Cats & Dogs 
is a good example of how existing power relationships between young people can influence 
the production of visual material and come against young people’s motivations to 
participate. The tour of the neighbourhood that is given to the viewer by Poppet and Cats & 
Dogs in their movie is mostly directed by Cats & Dogs. She is the one holding the camera 
and mostly speaking to the camera. She decides what should or should not be filmed, by 
directing the camera to some spaces and not others, and imposes her narrative of the 
spaces. Sometimes, Poppet tries to intervene. In those cases, either Cats & Dogs repeats 
what Poppet says, or she ignores it. Because she is holding the camera, her voice comes out 
clearer than that of Poppet. When Cats & Dogs agrees with what Poppet says, she makes 
sure that that narrative is heard. When she does not, she speaks over it. For instance, the 
girls seemed to disagree about what was important to say about a particular park: 
Cats & Dogs: We’re gonna have a quick flash of it and that’s it! 
Poppet: Do you wanna hear fun facts about the park? 
Cats & Dogs: This is this. A climbing frame. 
Poppet: My uncle painted - 
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Cats & Dogs: That’s the flats we’ve just been in by the way. And then we’re 
gonna zoom you in. 
Poppet: - the whole border around, my uncle painted. 
Cats & Dogs: That’s how… that’s like a cobweb. 
Additionally, Cats & Dogs contributed to the editing to a much further extent than Poppet 
did. Later on, I discovered through the youth workers that although the girls were friends, 
Poppet ‘lacked confidence’ and Cats & Dogs seemed to be the one directing most of their 
relationship. This existing dynamic transpired in the film and affected what was filmed, what 
was said, and what was kept. 
Even when young people do their film on their own, the knowledge of who will be watching 
the film and the reasons why a film is created can affect what material is included (Lipponen 
et al., 2016; Luttrell & Chalfen, 2010; Mannay, 2013). For instance, Scuba included 
photographs of me in her film. Of all the young people who took part in the project, she 
was the only one to do this. This could, potentially, derive from a desire to please me. It is 
likely that her filmed was tailored (as were those of other participants) to a particular 
audience in a particular context: that of a participatory project with other young people and 
a researcher she did not know well but ended up spending time with. 
However, interaction dynamics can also be particularly productive and enabling. Isabella is 
visually impaired and was helped throughout the filming project by her mother (for the 
filming) and by a youth worker (for the editing). Both of the relationships were paramount to 
the creation of Isabella’s film, which would not have been possible without these supportive 
others. The youth worker was particularly careful to ask Isabella what she wanted to put in 
her film and to respect her choices. The youth worker described to Isabella the different 
transitions that were available on the software, formats of titles and credits, and so on. 
Throughout the project, it was evident that the youth workers were impressed with Isabella, 
who they considered to be very thoughtful and mature for her age, a role model for the 
other young people. It is possible that had Isabella not been understood as a model child 
by the youth worker, the youth worker may have tried to change the narrative that Isabella 
wanted to convey. But in this case, Isabella’s existing relationships with the youth worker 
enabled her to create a visual narrative. To some extent, it is also possible that Poppet 
would not have produced a film at all, had she been on her own. Cats & Dogs had not 
!158
initially been selected by the youth workers to take part in the project, but joined in, at the 
demand of Poppet, specifically for the filming and editing part.  
These examples highlight that power is not an asset that can be acquired, shared or denied 
willingly (Gallacher & Gallagher, 2008). Rather, power relationships always unfold in action, 
and are perpetually created and recreated on the basis of the specificities of any given 
situation (Foucault, 1989). It is unclear then that amplifying participants’ voices unequivocally 
promotes ‘their own’ ideas. Perhaps, films are better understood as collaboratively 
produced objects in which all actors are both enabling and constraining, ‘an inescapable 
facet of social science research, where meanings are always negotiated, revised and co-
constructed’ (Mannay, 2013: 144). Additionally, it is worth emphasising that many young 
people already create representations of themselves and of their lives, without help from 
researchers or other adults. They may do so through means that they are more familiar with, 
or that they prefer over the ones imposed in research projects, such as social media. 
Chapters 7 and 8 explore some of the representations that people (both younger and older) 
create on Instagram. 
Good representations of the good life?  
In this section I reflect on the extent to which the films that young people produced can be 
considered to provide an idea of their beliefs about what living well means. I question the 
assumption that participants are ‘experts’ on their own lives and reflect on the influence of 
the context of production on the content of the films. 
Experts on their own lives 
Participatory research is based on the premise, introduced by standpoint theory, that 
individuals are best placed to provide accurate information about themselves. This has been 
adopted in childhood studies, where many researchers have conceptualised children as 
experts on their own lives (i.e. Burke, 2005; Clark & Statham, 2005; Langsted, 1994). In 
accordance with this premise, young people’s voices should be privileged as the most 
authentic sources of knowledge about themselves and their lives. Hence, I started the 
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project with the dedication to make meaning out of everything that young people produced 
and to represent, as accurately as I could, what they meant to say.  
I initially approached the films from the perspective of auteur theory. Auteur theory states 
that the intentions of the creator of an image is the most important aspect to take into 
consideration when analysing visual material (Rose, 2001). But, as the project unfolded, I 
realised that it was at times difficult, and at times downright impossible, because young 
people themselves were not sure why they had included some images and not others, and 
at times forgot that they had included these images at all. For instance, Raptor included in 
his film a picture of candles at the university cathedral and labelled it ‘fire’. Following the 
screening of his film, I proceeded to ask him why: 
Anastasia: Why did you put fire in it? 
Raptor: What?? I didn’t put fire in it? 
Others: Yeah you did! You put the candles and you wrote fire! 
Raptor: I don’t even know… 
*laughter* 
Raptor: I don’t know what I was thinking about.  
Giving young people cameras does not mean that they will be able to express themselves 
with ‘pristine clarity’ (Mizen & Ofosu-Kusi, 2010: 257), nor does it unambiguously lead to 
authentic accounts (Blum-Ross, 2013a). But while young people did not always remember 
what they had meant to say or do, others, such as parents, could have strong opinions 
about what they should have said or done. I was struck that, after seeing the films, some 
parents apologised to me for them not being very representative or simply not being good 
representations of the good life. For instance, the mother of a participant from Southside 
commented that her son’s film had ‘very many geese’ and thought that there was not 
enough home life, but explained that the time scale had made it difficult for him to film at 
home. Yet, her son was particularly proud of his film and did not seem to think that it was a 
bad representation of the good life. In fact, aside from (more) basketball, he did not think 
that anything was missing from his film at all.  
Mannay (2013) explains that others who know participants well can provide a different 
subjective perspective, and perhaps help build a fuller picture. For me, these snippets of 
informal conversation with adults were also valuable simply because they gave me an idea 
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of how the parents thought their children should portray their good lives. Ultimately, these 
experiences highlight the difficulties of understanding subjects as transparently knowable to 
themselves and sovereign in the interpretations that they give of their lives (Gallagher & 
Gallacher, 2008). This need not denigrate one’s right to give opinions about oneself and 
one’s life, but it does stress the necessity to understand these opinions as partial and 
subjective interpretations of one’s reality. 
Unpicking the ontology of the ‘subject-expert’, Gallagher and Gallacher (2008) argue that 
this conception is underpinned by a Cartesian cogito: a rational, discrete, identifiable, and 
knowing subject. Yet, as they suggest, such a model of subjectivity does not account for the 
unpredictability of events and interactions. Instead, they suggest a model in which 
‘subjectivity is performatively produced through the continuous unfolding of action’ (2008: 
510). Basing their framework on Deleuze and Guattari (1994), Gallagher & Gallagher (2008) 
understand subjectivity to be emergent in the course of events and actions. With Deleuze 
and Guattari, they argue that the world is a process always already underway, in which both 
subjects and knowledges emerge from events. In that sense, knowledge is relational, and 
experts do not exist. Both researchers and young people are understood as ‘imperfect and 
naive, learning and changing, ‘’immature’’ rather than fully formed, rational, competent and 
autonomous agents’ (2008: 511). Knowledge is produced in dynamic fields of relationships 
with human and non-human others, as well as objects, in a process over which none has 
complete control.  
Context of production. 
Under Gallagher & Gallacher’s (2008) understanding of subjectivity, the context of 
knowledge creation becomes an important aspect of the process. The physical context in 
which young people were creating their films had an influence on what they produced. For 
instance, many young people who made their films at the University of Surrey included 
pictures of geese and pictures of a particular waterfall in their films (fig.1). Had these 
pictures all come from a single group, it could have been partly attributable to a contagion 
effect, but here, pictures were produced by two groups who did not take part in the project 
at the same time and who did not see each others’ films.  
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The physical surroundings in which young people were had an influence on what could or 
could not be represented in their film. To some extent, young people had to ‘make do’ (de 
Certeau, 1988; Gallacher & Gallagher, 2008) with what was available to them at the time. 
There were multiple elements that young people may have wanted to include in their films 
but did not, simply because they did not have the material needed or because they ran out 
of time. For instance, the Fruit group explained that had they made their films over the 
weekend, they would have included more content focusing on hanging out with friends, 
rather than on school. Additionally, the constraints that I had established to protect the 
identity of the participants restricted the ways in which they could portray particular aspects 
of their good lives, sometimes to the extent that these could not be portrayed at all. For 
instance, Scuba explained that she did not include school in her film because taking 
photographs of school uniforms would run the risk of having them recognised by viewers. 
Fig. 1: Stills from films produced by two groups taking part in the project at the University of 
Surrey. 
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Wider contexts. 
But the content and framing of the films could also be affected by what young people were 
going through at the time. This was notably the case in the films produced by the Pickle 
group. Pickle Rick was going to move permanently to South Africa a couple of weeks after 
the project. This was obviously a difficult time for her and her friends, notably for Pickle Phil, 
who she was very close with. The films produced by the Pickle group are titled 
‘Memories’ (Pickle Jeff & Pickle Pete) and ‘Things that make us happy’ (Pickle Phil & Pickle 
Rick). Multiple times, when I asked why they had included an image, the girls answered 
‘because we felt like it’. Additionally, aspects that they had mentioned to be important 
during the focus groups were missing from their films. Although we talked extensively about 
shopping during the focus group, there was no mention of shopping in Pickle Phil’s and 
Pickle Rick’s film. In their film, pictures and clips of their friend group taken at the university 
and at home were by far the most common type of content. Both groups included a 
monochrome clip of themselves jumping in the air at the end of their film. When I asked 
about this aesthetic choice, they answered: 
Anastasia: The other thing you all girls did was put this last image… can you talk 
about that? 
Pickle Pete: Friendship! 
Pickle Rick: Means like… cause we love our friends. 
Pickle Jeff: Like we really want to remember each other. 
Anastasia: So you girls did that thing where you wanted to have a good life/bad 
life and you’ve put the bad life in black and white and the good life in colour… 
Pickle Phil: Why did you put the last one in black and white?? 
Pickle Jeff: We put that in black and white because we felt like it. And we 
thought it would look better. 
[…] 
Anastasia: Why did you girls put some stuff in black and white?  
Pickle Phil: Cause we felt like it. 
Pickle Rick: Cause it looks pretty. I kind of like… you kind of reminisce a bit 
more… it’s just a bit more meaningful in black and white. 
!163
Pickle Rick was not the only one to talk about the link between photographs and memory. 
For instance, Apple, Avocado, Mango, and Orange said that watching their films reminded 
them of things they did together. The pictures prompted the memory of different moments 
that are perhaps hard to communicate to anyone who has not lived them. In this sense, the 
actual meaning or value that a photograph has for a given person can be completely missed 
by the researcher. Like Barthes’ (1981) recalling of his mother and Proust’s (1988) 
madeleines, it is rather the associations that the photographs (or madeleines) bring back 
that constitute the memories than the photographs themselves (Belk & Hsiu-yen, 2011). I 
already suggested that young people were keen on using films to have fun by editing inside 
jokes into them, but it is also possible that they used them for other reasons that escaped 
me.  
Research material may be regarded in different ways by different individuals (Pink, 2007). It 
is not unheard of that participants create visual material of things that they would like to 
keep without concern for the topic of the research (Punch, 2002). Possibly, the film created 
by Pickle Phil and Pickle Rick was made with the intention of keeping good memories of 
each other, rather than that of creating a movie to be used as research material about the 
good life. Artefacts always imply more possible uses than a researcher may have intended 
(Gallacher & Gallagher, 2008; Lipponen et al., 2016). Ultimately, the films created in this 
project do not necessarily provide the best representations of what living well means for 
young people in their everyday lives. 
Representations and ethics.  
There are well established concerns in relation to visual methods, notably in relation to 
privacy and anonymity (Allen, 2012: 447), unforeseen harm (Fink & Lomax, 2016), and the 
plurality of interpretations that can be read into a given image (Back, 2009; Fink & Lomax, 
2016). Here, I want to consider a particular ethical issue that arose in relation to the way in 
which young people represented relationships.  
I explained in the previous chapter that across all groups, participants talked about the 
importance of significant others to their (good) lives. Additionally, young people included 
footage and photographs that were meant to represent love and friendship for and from 
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their significant others. It was striking that all young people who represented relationships 
did so in specific ways. 
For instance, Jorja and Tarzan, as well as Scuba, included pictures of hand holding with 
significant others. 
Fig. 2: Stills from Tarzan & Jorja’s film (left) and Scuba’s film (right) 
Both also included photographs of forming hearts with hands with significant others. 
Fig. 3: Stills from Scuba’s film (left) and Tarzan & Jorja’s film (right) 
While the photographs of hearts formed with hands (fig. 3) were taken at the University and 
hence either one of them could have influenced the other, the photographs of hand holding 
(fig. 2) were taken outside of the research sessions. 
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Fig. 4: Stills from films created by both University of Surrey groups. 
Another common motif was that of putting hands or feet together (fig. 4). This one 
appeared in films created by both groups of participants that made their films in the 
university (Southside group and Pickle group). Young people also used images and footage 
of themselves jumping up in the air (fig. 5).  
Fig. 5: Still from Tarzan & Jorja’s film (left) and still included in both films produced by the 
Pickle group (right). 
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Another characteristic of these images was the importance of touch. The relationships that 
young people had with their significant others were overwhelmingly represented through 
the action of touching or holding each other. Given that the groups did their films at 
different times, it is impossible that one of them influenced the other. Rather these are 
commonly accepted ways to portray relationships. Indeed, a Google Image search for 
‘friendship’ returns the pictures shown in fig. 6. These are quite similar to the images that 
young people created themselves to signify friendship. Hence, young people used 
accepted ways of signifying friendship and relationships in their films. Stylistic conventions 
played both an enabling and a constraining role in young people’s production of films. By 
providing templates to follow, they both facilitated the assignment and constrained what 
could be shot and how. 
Although both boys and girls talked about significant others in the focus groups, girls 
represented them in their films to a much wider extent than boys did. LML was the only boy 
to include significant others in his film (a picture of his friends and a clip of his mother 
cooking). Should the films be viewed on their own, it could be assumed that girls were more 
invested in their relationships than boys were because they included more images that 
portrayed them. This is further reinforced by the use of dominant ways of representing 
friendship, which favours that particular reading of the representations. In the context of 
sustainability, relationships and community are considered to be aspects that can both have 
low environmental impact and in which individuals can find value (Isham et al., 2019). In this 
context, their relative absence from boys’ films could result in a situation where girls are 
considered to have ‘more sustainable’ ideas of the good life than boys do. Yet boys were no 
less invested in their relationships with their significant others than girls were, they simply 
did not include them in their films to the same extent.  
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Fig. 6: Screen capture of the images returned for ‘friendship’ on Google Images. 
Conversely, because these kinds of representations were mostly created by girls, they may 
associate girls with relationships to a further extent, and, by extension, with touch. In 
advertising, women are traditionally represented in situations where they touch, hold, or hug 
objects to imply their sensuality (Goffman, 1987). Here, these representations may speak to 
different ways of ‘doing’ relationships, or to different understandings of what should or 
should not be included in a film. Indeed, participants in visual research methods have their 
own visual cultures (Rose, 2014) and they do not leave them at the gate of research. 
Mainstream films that are marketed to girls tend to portray relationships to a much greater 
extent than those marketed at boys. These are likely to influence what young people believe 
are appropriate ways of representing particular topics and which topics are appropriate to 
include. Indeed, Pink (2001) argues that by asking respondents to create films, researchers 
also ask them to interpret what a film is. In that sense, it may not be surprising that 
participants selected existing filmic conventions and topics. 
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Yet young people’s use of filmic conventions and topics can pose ethical dilemmas to 
researchers who may be concerned about potentially reinforcing existing stereotypes. 
Lomax (2015) explains that young people create images that they like and want to include in 
films without necessarily being aware of the possible readings that different audiences may 
have. Referring specifically to the ways in which the images of pets that her child 
participants wanted to include in their films ran the risk of reinforcing the apollonian image 
of the child, Lomax followed Hendrick (2003) in suggesting that such images may appear to 
‘fix’ childhoods for adult viewers. Similarly, images of girls being ‘touchy’ and the relative 
absence of mainstream images of relationships in boys’ films may contribute to ‘fixing’ 
gender along particular identities. In this way, these images may ‘reproduce rather than 
challenge’ unequal relationships between men and women, adults and children (Lomax, 
2015).  
These considerations raise questions with regards to best practice in promoting young 
people’s representations of themselves. Representing oneself does not mean that one has 
control over the readings that can be made from the representation. If researchers have a 
duty of care, they must attempt, as best they can, to protect participants from any 
foreseeable harm (Morrow & Richards, 1996). Yet these attempts may run contra the explicit 
wishes of participants. All participants in the project were happy for their films to be publicly 
available (although none were particularly invested in this). I had initially wanted to publish 
the films on the CUSP website to promote young people’s own representations of 
themselves and their lives. However, posting images online, one effectively relinquishes 
control over how they may be used and in which context they may be displayed (Van Dijck, 
2008). In an attempt to compromise, I have decided to present the films only during events 
where I can more easily point out the complexity and multiplicity of interpretations that can 
be read into the images. Additionally, stills are displayed in articles and in the thesis, where 
they are accompanied of textual explanations and less likely to be accessed by non-
specialised audiences. Admittedly, this is somewhat of an ironical fate for a project that 
started out with an aim of ‘reclaiming representation’. 
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Representations: what more and what else. 
The first part of this chapter presented my initial research goals and highlighted multiple 
difficulties in realising them. To be crystal clear: my considerations are limited to the specific 
context of this research project. I do not suggest that such research goals are unworthy of 
pursuit, nor do I repudiate the importance of representation. But the same difficulties that 
were instrumental in shifting my focus from young people’s beliefs about living well in their 
everyday lives to their use of recognisable good life narratives throughout the project, led 
me to consider ‘what more and what else’ can be learned from representations, beyond 
their relationships to meaning (Vannini, 2015a). While what representations might mean is an 
important concern, questions regarding how they are made and what they do typically 
receive less attention. Here, I provide an exploration of how visual representations are made 
by reflecting on the filmmaking process, and offer suggestions on how visual representations 
may be implicated in power relationships beyond the circulation of dominant visual 
discourses.  
How are films created.  
As part of this project, young people were placed in a situation where producing visual 
representations was inevitable. They had to ‘[represent] ‘’something’’, however poorly, to 
others around them, in words and deeds, sayings, storyings and associated gestures, 
grimaces and vocal modulations’ (Laurier & Philo, 2006: 359). Echoing Laurier and Philo 
(2006), my concern here is with the ways of representing, however short they fall of 
expressing what is really experienced, meant, and intended, that young people used to fulfil 
this particular assignment. 
Conceptualising the assignment. 
In the specific context of this project, young people were given the assignment of creating 
films about what living well meant to them and other young people in their neighbourhood. 
Along with the specific topic of living well, the foremost defining feature of the assignment 
was that it should be presented through the visual medium of film. To create their films, 
young people were given simple point-and-shoot cameras which enabled them to capture 
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their footage. They were instructed to keep in mind that they would not be able to show 
anyone’s face as well as other potentially identifying features in their finished films, and were 
given suggestions of shot types and frames that could enable them to do so. Once the 
participants were happy with the quantity and quality of their footage, they were introduced 
to editing and asked to create short films about the meaning of the good life for young 
people living locally.  
Deleuze (1989) theorised about films by distinguishing between the ‘cinema of the body’ 
and the ‘cinema of action’. For Deleuze, the ‘cinema of the body’ is not necessarily 
concerned with the reproduction of a script. In this type of cinema, communication of 
content and narrative coherence are not prioritised. Rather, ‘the act of showing an action is 
privileged over the action itself’ (Koutousourakis, 2012: 85). In many respects, the films 
produced by young people in the context of this project could be understood as ‘cinema of 
the body’. While the content of young people’s films is important in that it contributes to 
reinforcing and/or displacing particular good life narratives, the films are not scripted, and 
for the most not planned ahead of shooting. They instead result from young people’s 
engagement with the world around them.  
In fact, when young people wanted to communicate specific content, the footage that they 
captured was often supplemented by images they found online because they could not 
gather all the content that they wanted to include otherwise. Yet, even when young people 
included images from the internet, these were found rather than planned or designed. Both 
in relation to the images that young people made themselves and those that were found 
online, young people actively looked for things to include in their films, and to some extent 
had to ‘make do’ with what was available. In many respects, rather than creating specific 
circumstances to serve the content that they wanted to include in their films, young people 
were confronted with specific circumstances that provided particular filming opportunities. 
In some cases, these circumstances were those of their habitual lives, and in others, they 
were imposed by the project location (e.g. in the case of projects taking place at the 
University of Surrey).  
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Images as results of itineraries in places. 
To proceed further, I find it useful to introduce some insights from researchers who engage 
in ‘non-representational’ or ‘more-than-representational’ research. There has been a 
progressive move in the social sciences to go beyond representational approaches to 
research. The increasing awareness that the representations that social scientists produce 
can only ever be partial has pushed researchers to consider ‘what more and what 
else’ (Vannini, 2015a) they can offer. As Vannini (2015b: 1) points out with good humour, 
‘non-representational research […] sounds like the most apropos synonym for non-funded 
and non-published research’. But non-representational research does not necessarily 
repudiate representations all together. Rather, it suggests that much can be learned from 
non-representational aspects of the social world. 
Vannini (2015b: 9) explains that more-than-representational research is particularly well 
suited to explore the ‘(post) phenomenological lifeworlds that come to being as an outcome 
of practices of habitation’. As the last section suggested, films can both be understood in 
terms of their representational value, and in terms of their standing for the particular 
circumstances in which they were produced. Here, I focus on developing the latter, and in 
doing so Pink’s (2011b) conceptualisation of images as being in movement is useful. For 
Pink, images, as products of and participants in wider environments, are both produced and 
consumed in movement. This conception of images is different from Appadurai’s (1986) 
notion of ‘social life of things’, in which images in different contexts take different meanings. 
Appadurai’s understanding of ‘moving images’ is of course important for my purpose, and I 
(implicitly) relied on it earlier when explaining that a same image may have a different 
meaning for different people. But Pink specifically focuses on the relationship between place 
and image to develop a different account of moving images.  
To do so, she borrows Massey’s (2005: 141) conceptualisation of place as the ‘coming 
together of the previously interrelated, a constellation of processes rather than a thing’. The 
different elements that constitute a place will be different at different times. Images are 
made as we move through places: in the image it is not only what is depicted that matters, 
but also what is ‘behind, above, below and to either side’ (Pink & Hjorth, 2012: 151). They 
are made in a particular location in space, as we move through space. As such, the image is 
the outcome of movement through places that involves the ‘complex coming together of 
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humans and technologies in movement’ (Pink, 2011b: 9). It is the outcome of particular 
social and material configurations that occur at particular points in time. This may seem 
rather far removed from the clips and photographs that young people created as part of the 
project. But thinking of them as resulting from the itineraries that young people took 
through shared places offers an interesting way of understanding how visual narrative 
patterns are created.  
Itineraries, contents, and formats. 
I argued previously that the content of the films was affected by the physical context in 
which the project was taking place. I was specifically referring to the environment in which 
young people created their films, but content could also be influenced by those who one 
shared one’s itinerary with. For instance, the young people from Southside who created their 
films at the University of Surrey captured most of their footage while hanging out together. 
Shared itineraries sometimes resulted in similar images, such as depicted in figure 7.  
Fig. 7: Stills from the films created by Cory, Raptor, and LML. 
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The three photographs of the bourbon biscuits were taken by the three boys from 
Southside. While they did not label their images in the same way (and this, of course, would 
affect how images may be interpreted), they all took pictures of the same biscuits, in the 
same place, although admittedly from slightly different perspectives. Hence, following the 
same itinerary can produce similar images. Additionally, the films created by the young 
people from Southside have strong similarities in format. All participants from that group 
used almost exclusively employed photographs and labelled their images to provide textual 
cues on how they should be interpreted. Conversely, young people from Northside were the 
ones who had the least occasions to spend times together while they were creating their 
films, and in their group, the films are the most diverse both in terms of format and content. 
Although this is not automatically the case, sharing itineraries with others through places can 
result in an increased homogeneity both of content and of format.  
But shared itineraries were not only limited to the ‘here and now’ of the research project. 
Young people’s experience with existing visual culture had an influence both on the content 
of the films and on their formats. Most of the clips that young people shot and the 
photographs that they took correspond to the aesthetic codes of ‘home movies’ or ‘home 
photography’ (Chalfen, 1987) both in framing and content. This genre typically gives 
precedence to the documentary function of the image. To do so, it employs specific stylistic 
conventions: objects and subjects of interest are typically shown in full and in the centre of 
the image, the horizon in a landscape photograph falls either on the lower third or on the 
middle, and so on (Manovich, 2017). Young people were clearly conscious of the traditional 
ways in which photographs and clips should be taken. 
A minority of pictures were also shot using different conventions. For instance, Tarzan and 
Jorja shot some of their pictures using what Manovich (2017) calls ‘designed’ aesthetics 
which are popular on Instagram, and ‘professional’ aesthetics, which tend to reproduce the 
codes of good photography established in the later half of the 20th century. The picture on 
the right (fig. 9) present high detail, realistic and balanced colours. The picture on the left 
(fig. 9) is dynamic, taken from a low-angle, over-exposed, and backlit, directly breaking with 
the traditions of ‘good photography’. I do not develop this analysis here further, the aim is 
simply to show that young people used various conventions to create their films, among 
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which some that have been brought forward by recent media developments. For instance, 
the influence of stylistic conventions found on YouTube could be observed in some young 
people’s ‘vlog-like’ films in which they addressed a prospective audience. The influence of a 
shared visual culture was also visible in the recurrence of particular visual motifs, such as 
putting hands or feet together to signify friendship. 
  
Fig. 8: Stills from films using ‘home style’ images. 
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What representations do: what happens in the process of creation.  
The previous section considered how visual narratives were created. This section explores 
how the process of creation has the potential to provide different ways of engaging with the 
world and considers the effects that dominant representations can have by re-articulating 
the relationship of representations to power.  
Ways of being in the world with a camera. 
In an article reflecting on filmmaking work with children from an economically 
disadvantaged community, Lomax et al. (2011) suggest that filmmaking had an influence on 
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Fig. 9: Stills from Tarzan and Jorja’s film using 
‘designed’ aesthetics (left) and professional 
aesthetics (right).
the behaviours both of participants ‘on camera’ and ‘off camera’. Specifically, Lomax et al. 
emphasise the performative aspect of filmmaking work. Similarly, in this project, the 
presence of cameras led young people to perform particular aspects of their good lives. 
However, performativity need not be understood exclusively in the Goffmanian sense of 
‘wearing masks’ (Vannini, 2015). Rather than attempting to explore what may lay ‘behind’ 
the masks, here I focus specifically on these performances and consider their potentials for 
inviting new, or at least different, ways of being in the world. 
The performative aspect of films was made salient by the ‘off camera’ talk that was 
accidentally captured and that is typically omitted from finished movies. For instance, 
Isabella’s mother, who helped her capture her footage, gave her a green light by uttering 
‘go!’ to signify that she was ready to capture her daughter’s performance. In multiple films, 
young people enacted behaviours specifically for the camera. These could either be re-
enactments of habitual behaviours, such as drumming (Sponge Bob), crediting food hall 
accounts (Avocado and Orange), eating (Isabella), doing gymnastics (Pickle Jeff), or making 
candles (Isabella). But they could also be behaviours that the participants did not usually 
engage in, such as putting feet or hands together to convey friendship, or using the 
recreational equipment offered by playgrounds to demonstrate how children could use the 
space (Cats & Dogs). 
Hence, the action of filming was a particular practice that called forth different types of 
behaviours and ways of being in places. For Blum-Ross (2013b: 89), filmmaking is a 
‘technical, social, creative, and embodied process’ that enables us to engage in new ways of 
‘looking at, listening to, and experiencing the world’. The camera does not objectively 
capture a world transparently offered to our observation (Mondada, 2009). Instead, filming is 
a practice that allows us to see with the camera rather than through it (Büscher, 2005). This is 
of course important with regards to the epistemological claims that researchers can make on 
the basis of video-recordings and is congruent with Gallagher & Gallacher’s (2008) 
understanding of subjectivity, but here I am mostly interested in its capacity to affect ways of 
being-in and experiencing the world.  
Indeed, having a camera sometimes enabled young people to engage in behaviours that 
they might not have engaged in otherwise. This was for instance the case of Poppet and 
Cats & Dogs. Their film took the viewer on a tour of Northside’s parks and apartment 
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buildings, pointing out ‘what’s good about Guildford and what could be better about 
Guildford’. In this tour, the girls casted a critical look on their neighbourhood and reflected 
on their experience of the journey from park to park, and apartment building to apartment 
building. While they may walk through these streets on a daily basis, the camera enabled 
them to look at and think about these places differently. Moving through these places is 
‘both an unremarkable daily occurrence and a journey imbricated within wider processes of 
power and social change’ (Blum-Ross, 2013b: 89).  
Indeed, the camera also enabled new, or different, ways of moving through these habitual 
places. Scholars have argued in the past that using a camera enables one to disrupt 
traditional behavioural conventions both in positive and negative ways (e.g. Hollinshead, 
1992). It was generally accepted among the young people at Northside that slides, climbing 
frames, and other such modules that may be found in playgrounds were for children. While 
some of the participants, such as Isabella, used some recreational equipment (swings) 
anyway, most did not engage with the playgrounds in that way. Yet, as they were shooting 
their footage, climbing on structures and showing ‘what little kids do’, enabled Cats & Dogs 
and Poppet to overcome age restrictions for recreational equipment use and inhabit spaces 
that they simultaneously discursively defined to be for ‘little kids’. 
Creating representations: what films do. 
In addition to representing performances, films may themselves be understood as 
performances of the good life, in that their production is a practice through which what 
living well means is both negotiated and performed (Pink, 2001). For Davies (2005), all art 
should be understood as performance. An artwork is ‘a performance which articulates a 
content through a vehicle via an ‘’artistic medium’’’ (Davies, 2005: 8). This presupposes 
shared understandings both in relation to the vehicles (here filmic conventions) used in 
particular artistic media (here film), and in relation to the articulation of contents. Films 
provide performances of the good life that may be interpreted in multiple ways. 
Indeed, not only does making films give one the opportunity to engage with the world in 
different ways, but the product of filmmaking itself contributes to shaping the world for 
others. I have argued in the first part of this chapter that the films created by young people 
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were implicated in questions of power, notably because they reproduced particular 
gendered ways of doing friendship. Images that we make become part of the ‘complex 
coming together of humans and technology in movement’ (Pink, 2011b: 9). When creating 
representations of friendship, young people followed existing templates and reinforced the 
framing of friendship in this way. While the films that the young people have produced as 
part of this project will not be shown to a wide public, the emergence of social media means 
that many images are now shared, possibly with millions of others. As Pink and Hjorth (2012: 
153) argue, personal photographs are now: 
‘part of a context where the everyday, the mundane, becomes both habitually 
felt in the practice of taking photographs and, simultaneously, is represented 
visually on web platforms in ways that forge relationships between the material, 
the sensory, the social, and the digital.’ 
Here, however, it is important to point out that images do not solely create and reinforce 
dominant representations. The relationship between the representational and the material 
has been a long standing debate in social sciences. Despite disputes on the exact nature of 
the relationship (i.e. Coleman, 2014), it is now well acknowledged that images do not solely 
live in a representational realm and, instead, are themselves material and rely on material 
processes (whether printed, digital, or mental). Additionally, images have been said to be 
implicated in political processes and power relationships. Feminist research has notably 
shone light on how visual representations of marginalised groups were ‘part and parcel of 
how they [were] treated in life’ (Dyer, 1993: 1). Hence, the influence of images extends 
beyond the institution of aesthetic standards of representation.  
Accordingly, images of the good life that are the outcomes of dominant social and material 
configurations have the potential to reinforce these configurations. To illustrate, I take the 
example of consumer goods in the film created by Mango and Apple. Their film was divided 
into five sections: school, home, support, shopping, and relationships. While shopping was 
a specific section of their film, the presence of consumer goods is not restrained to this 
category. In fact, that section is almost exclusively constituted of images found online of 
store fronts and coffee shop chains. Instead, consumer goods themselves are present 
throughout other sections in the form of apparel, toys, gadgets, and media. These 
representations are both enabled by the existence of the particular configuration of (among 
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other things) people, goods, places of production and consumption, that supports 
consumer society and they reinforce this configuration as legitimate basis of a good life. 
The broad strokes of this argument are, of course, nothing new, and have already been well 
outlined in structuration theories that propose a co-determinism of individuals and social 
structures (i.e. Bourdieu, 1977; Giddens, 1984) as well as in their critiques (i.e Archer, 1990; 
Mouzelis, 1989). But understanding images, with Pink (2011b), as images created in places 
and in movement also invites the question of whether the narratives that they convey are 
solely visual. Pink (2011b) gives the example of bullfight photography to emphasise the 
multi-sensory character of images. She explains that bullfight photographers typically have 
to have an experience as bullfighters themselves in order to be capable of anticipating the 
performer and the bull’s movements. According to her, while bullfight photographers do 
create visual images that conform to set aesthetic standards, these are only possible 
because of the corporeal engagement of the photographer with the performance. Hence, 
beyond a dominant visual discourse, there is a dominant ‘mode of understanding and 
experiencing the performance, which is deemed the correct way to experience it’ (2011: 11).  
It is interesting to think of images of a ‘good life’ as resulting not only from young people’s 
engagement with visual culture, but from their lived experience in general. Hence visual 
narratives of the good life that support consumer culture, are possible because we live in 
consumer societies and know how to engage with consumer goods according to dominant 
standards of engagement (typically conveyed by advertising). Elliot and Wattanasuwan 
(1998a) argued that even in relation to dominant advertising narratives, meanings are 
shaped by people’s lived experiences of consumer goods. Hence beyond the dominant 
advertising narratives of consumer goods, consumer goods become enmeshed into an array 
of relationships, experiences, and meaning systems that reinforce their ubiquity. Crucially, 
while the presence of consumer goods is reinforced, the meanings that are developed in 
relation to them and the experiences in which they partake may be different from those 
planned by advertisers. This is, potentially, an important step in the direction of sustainable 
futures.  
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Conclusion. 
This chapter started by outlining my initial research goals. I had started out with the 
intention to ‘give voice’ to young people from economically disadvantaged backgrounds 
and empower them to reclaim their representation. In the process, I had wanted them to 
create representations of what living well meant in the context of their everyday lives. 
However, as my goals were confronted with research practice, it became clear that in the 
context of this specific research project, they could not be realised. Hence, I turned towards 
exploring the good life narratives that young people use both in discussions and in films, 
the insights of which were presented in chapter 5. The second part of the present chapter 
went beyond the relationships between representations and meanings to consider how 
visual narratives are created in practice and explored what happens in the process of 
production of visual narratives. Additionally, it reframed the relationship between 
representations and power by suggesting that images do not solely represent, they also 
result from particular social and material configurations. While these considerations were 
based on the research material that was produced as part of this project, they apply to visual 
narratives in general. 
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CHAPTER 7: Content themes, aesthetics, and networks of hashtags: the 
building blocks of good life narratives on Instagram. 
Introduction 
This chapter is the first of two which focus on the work that I carried out in relation to 
Instagram. Here, I lay down the building blocks of good life narratives through a descriptive 
account of the findings of the network analysis of relationships between the hashtags 
appearing on 793 Instagram posts tagged #goodlife and the thematic analysis of a subset of 
200 posts. These will be brought together in chapter 8, which will give an interpretative 
account of the good life narratives available on the platform and explore their respective 
potential for providing sustainable understandings of living well. In this chapter, I provide 
contextual information on the kind of platform that Instagram is and establish some 
important analytic categories used throughout the rest of the chapter. Then, I present the 
thematic analysis carried out on the subsample of 200 posts, before turning to the findings 
from the network analysis.  
Specifications on platform characteristics and analytic categories. 
This first part specifies important characteristics of Instagram and introduces analytic 
categories that are used throughout the rest of the chapter. These are respectively 
introduced to familiarise the reader with the platform, and to clarify specialist vocabulary 
ahead of the analysis. 
Instagram: a platform with particular characteristics. 
Two aspects of the platform are particularly relevant in the context of this thesis. The first 
aspect is the demographic characteristics of Instagram users. It is on the basis of these 
characteristics that I can infer who is likely to be posting and viewing Instagram posts. The 
second aspect is the design of the platform itself and its prevailing conventions, both of 
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which have an influence on what can or cannot be posted and how the narratives may be 
framed.  
The characteristics of Instagram users 
Instagram users tend to correspond to specific demographics, which may affect both the 
type of content that can be found on the platform and who may be viewing and 
contributing to this content. The platform does not require the provision of a date of birth to 
sign up, making any assessment of users’ age a tentative estimate. The platform’s Terms and 
Conditions stipulate that users should be aged 13 and over to legally sign up. It is however 
not uncommon for younger people to use the platform. For instance, many of the 
participants of the filming project were aged under 13 and had an Instagram account. 
Instagram’s user base is suggested to be rather young. While researchers have produced 
various estimates, most agree that at least half of its users are aged under 30 (Duggan, 
2015; Sheldon & Bryant, 2016). The most recent assessment of the age distribution of 
Instagram users worldwide dates to January 2019 and suggests that 71% of users are aged 
34 and under, with 65% of users aged 18-34 (Statista, 2019a). This suggests that more than 
800 million Instagram users fall into this demographic. The predominantly young age of 
Instagram users suggests that the good life narratives that are conveyed and developed on 
the platform will be influential in the possibility of sustainable futures.  
The most recent global gender estimate suggests a nearly equal split of Instagram users by 
gender, with 50.3% of women and 49.7% of men (Statista, 2019b). Other global 
demographic estimates are rare, as studies mostly focus on users based in the United States 
of America. For instance, ethnicity, education, and income estimates are only available for 
the U.S. The Pew Research Centre’s survey of Instagram usage among U.S. adults suggests 
that as of 2019 (Perrin & Anderson, 2019), the platform fares better with Black (40%) and 
Hispanic (51%) users than with White users (33%). Additionally, Instagram seems to be 
marginally more popular among U.S. adults who earn over $75,000 per year (42%) and 
among users who are college educated (43%). Evidently, these estimates are hardly 
applicable to a global audience. However, they are important to keep in mind, as, according 
to Statista (2019c), the U.S. is the leading country in terms of the number of Instagram users, 
followed by India, Brazil, Indonesia, and Turkey.  
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Since the introduction of advertising tools on the platform in 2014, business accounts are 
also increasingly present, with the latest estimate (Statista, 2017) counting 25 million 
business accounts out of 1 billion Instagram users. These accounts also contribute to the 
hashtag #goodlife, as out of the 200 posts that I analysed qualitatively, I recognised 13 of 
them to be from business accounts. Despite the growing number of business accounts, 
Manovich (2017) explains that few Instagram posts could be considered as ‘strategic 
imagery’ (Schroeder, 2013: no pagination), that is to say, ‘images intended to persuade, 
promote, or otherwise perform strategic intentions’. Indeed, most posts seem to be created 
by users posting for personal, rather than commercial, reasons.  
Platform design. 
Instagram content is further influenced by the design of the platform itself. Some of the 
decisions with regards to the platform’s user interface are key elements in the consideration 
of the format that good life narratives can take on Instagram.  
Laestadius (2017) highlights that Instagram is inherently skewed towards visual rather than 
textual communication. Its design is such that users have to include images in every post, 
although admittedly these images can be constituted of textual content. Each post typically 
includes an image or a video, a caption, and hashtags; although users can post images or 
videos without hashtags or captions. Hashtags are a user-generated system of classifying 
online content and as such constitute a ‘folksonomy’, making content searchable. Additional 
features such as the geolocation or the mention (@user) of other users are sometimes used 
too. Posts will typically also include likes and comments, often contributed by other users. 
Further, Instagram users tend to favour quality over quantity and ‘each post involves a 
conscious decision about aesthetics (or the lack thereof)’ (Laestadius, 2017: 575). Indeed, 
users can use any of the 25 in-app filters as well as a variety of editing tools (contrast, 
vignette, grain, etc.) to perfect their posts. Additionally, users may use third party photo 
apps such as VSCO, Snapseed, Afterlight, Facetune, and so on to edit their photographs 
(Manovich, 2017).  
Users can access posts in different ways. When opening the application, users are directly 
taken to their personal feed: a timeline constituted of the posts created by the users and 
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hashtags that one follows. This feed has the potential to be virtually infinite in both 
directions, inviting the user to engage in a scrolling motion (Carah & Shaul, 2016). By 
scrolling down, users can view older posts, by scrolling up, they refresh the feed and load 
the latest posts. Users can also access posts produced by others that they do not follow by 
using the search tool to look for specific users or hashtags. When looking for a specific user, 
users will be taken to that user’s personal grid constituted of a reverse-chronological 
timeline of all the posts ever produced by that user. When searching for a hashtag, users 
access the feed constituted of posts that have been tagged with that particular hashtag.  
At the time of writing, the hashtag #goodlife regroups over 15,745,000 publications on 
Instagram and is continuously growing. While posts can easily be found on a user’s own 
page, as parts of personal and search feeds, all posts are live and ephemeral, receiving the 
most attention within the first few hours after publication. Individual posts struggle to 
constitute a narrative and harness continuous attention because of their fleeting and 
disarticulated character (Carah & Shaul, 2016), but the feeds accessed through hashtag 
search regroup multiple posts that sustain similar themes and convey similar stories. 
Scrolling through these feeds gives users access to consistent portrayals of what living well 
can mean. However, the organisation of these feeds is influenced by the user’s own activity 
on the platform. Indeed, a user’s personal feed and the feeds constructed through hashtag 
search are not strictly reverse-chronological. According to Instagram, they first display new 
posts by users with whom we engage the most (through clicking, liking, messaging, 
commenting), as well as posts that are most susceptible to interest us, assessed based off of 
past behaviour. These features suggest that a user can easily get locked into a situation 
where s/he only views certain types of posts. With regards to posts that convey good life 
narratives, these features may contribute to the normalisation of narratives that the user is 
readily inclined to subscribe to, while minimising exposure to narratives that the user 
disagrees with, or feels neutrally about.  
Content and conventions. 
In addition to the user demographics and the platform’s user interface, Instagram content is 
also influenced by the conventions that prevail on the platform. These have an influence on 
what users do and how they do it. 
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Manovich (2017), whose research team conducted large scale qualitative studies on over 
fifteen million Instagram images shared during 2012-2015 in sixteen global cities, suggests 
that the majority of public posts on Instagram show moments in the ‘ordinary’ lives of 
personal users.  These images can be understood as similar to the ‘home photography’ that 
could be found in earlier family albums (Chalfen, 1987), albeit with the inclusion of new 
themes, such as the party or the selfie. This seems consistent with other research conducted 
on Instagram that found that some of the most common themes of photographs and videos 
were friends, food, gadgets, quotes, activities, selfies, and fashion (Hu et al., 2014). 
Additionally, Le Moignan et al. (2017) show that Instagram family snapshots broadly 
preserve the norms established in family albums. As I will show later on, many posts in the 
subsample corresponded to these thematic categories and could be described as ‘everyday’ 
or ‘ordinary’ content. Manovich warns, however, that the ‘ordinary’ can widely differ from 
place to place, and from person to person. Here it is useful to recall the user demographics 
estimates introduced earlier. Taking the example of the U.S., if the majority of Instagram 
posts are contributed by average users (young, affluent, educated, and ethnically diverse 
men and women), it is likely that the moments of their ‘ordinary’ lives will be different from 
those of a non-average user (e.g. older, poorer, etc.). Taking Manovich along with the 
statistical estimates of social demographic information, the majority of Instagram posts can 
be said to present the ‘ordinary’ moments of a particular subset of the world population.  
For Manovich (2017), average Instagram users are not interested in gaining more likes and 
followers, and are only concerned with documenting moments that are relevant to a small 
circle of significant others and communicating with people they know. This observation does 
not easily translate to my dataset. Indeed, some users were actively trying to foster more 
engagement with their posts by using hashtags such as #likeforlike or #followforfollow, or 
addressed questions to an imaginary audience in the caption (e.g. ‘What are you doing to 
be more disciplined with money?’). While few (29 out of 200) posts openly demanded 
attention, most included over 10 hashtags (and often closer to the maximum allowed 
number of 30), suggesting that nearly all users were interested in maximising the exposure 
of their posts. Additionally, the use of third party applications such as Prilaga, an application 
that provides thematic hashtags for the maximisation of content exposure, suggests that, at 
least for users who tag their posts #goodlife, being a successful user is a common concern. 
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Hence, it is likely that the form and content of these Instagram posts will be influenced by 
what is believed to be popular.  
Analysing Instagram posts qualitatively. 
The purpose of this section is to introduce the subsample of posts that were analysed 
qualitatively and establish analytic categories used through the rest of the chapter. I first 
introduce the sample, before explaining how I analysed the posts and providing analytic 
categories.  
Introducing the subsample. 
This sample consisted exclusively of photographs, rather than videos. The majority of the 
posts that constituted this subsample were created by users of personal accounts. I 
considered accounts to be personal accounts if users posted their own content for personal 
reasons. Inspiration accounts were accounts that posted images that they had found on 
another account, on photo stocks, or on another platform, for non-commercial goals. 
Sometimes, images were modified with quotes, which may or may not have been added by 
the user. Users who posted on inspiration accounts did not always credit the photographs 
that they used. I determined an account to be a business account if its user(s) used it only 
for commercial goals. These mostly posted their own content but could also, sometimes, 
post content that they accredited to other users.  
The user demographics of this sample are broadly in line with the wider global estimates 
provided earlier, although it should be noted that women seemed to contribute to the 
#goodlife theme more than men. The gender of users who created inspirational accounts 
was also oftentimes unclear. User demographics (gender and age) were assessed by 
exploring users’ personal grids. While some users provided their age and gender in their 
description, most were classified according to the pictures of themselves that they provided. 
As some users did not include any photographs of themselves, they could not be classified 
into social demographics. While this classification is tentative, it gives an idea of the type of 
users who post and view Instagram posts tagged #goodlife. In terms of users popularity, the 
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sample covered a range of different levels of success. While some users had under a 
hundred followers, others boasted following counts of slightly over 40,000.  
Table 1: Table of inferred user demographics. 
Specifying the analysis process. 
I analysed these Instagram posts both with regards to their content and to their form as 
both contribute to the meaning conveyed by a given post. With regards to content, I 
classified posts into different content themes. Those are the thematic groupings that I 
established on the basis of the content of the posts. They were established on the basis of 
the language and the photographs that were used in this sample of posts. In this sample, 
they were:  
• appreciating/making art 
• food and drinks 
• physical activities 
• luxury items and experiences 
• entrepreneurial spirit 
• self 
• significant others 
• travel 
Account type 
number of posts 
contributed to the 
sample
Personal account 
158
Inspiration 
account 
29
Business 
account 
13
User gender 
number of posts
Women 
78
Men 
63
Unknown 
59
User estimated 
age group 
number of posts
Under 19 
11
20-34 
101
Over 35 
29
Unknown 
59
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Content themes could be understood as aspects of human life: they were some of the 
experiences that users engaged in, reflected on, aspired to, or dreamt about throughout 
their lives. These experiences could be interpreted in different ways and woven into 
different good life narratives. A given post could contain multiple content themes. Of 
course, not all human experiences were present on the platform, and as I will explain later, 
content themes could become salient by their absence as much as by their presence.  
Alongside content themes, I paid attention to the style, or aesthetics, used in a given post. 
Here, I refer to the visual styles used in Instagram posts, instead of the medium (video vs. 
photo). In practice, if the focus of the analysis is on the meaning conveyed by a particular 
text, separating content from style is a tricky endeavour, specifically because both are 
intertwined to the extent that one cannot be interpreted without the other. Indeed, identical 
or similar content can convey very different meanings depending how it is photographed 
(Manovich, 2017). Hence, I only present content and style separately to clarify how I 
approached the posts and which elements played into my interpretations. In visual arts, style 
is understood as a ‘distinctive manner which permits the grouping of works into related 
categories’ (Fernie, 1995: 361). However, these categories need not be fixed. Following 
Lüders et al. (2010) I did not look for the ‘essence’ of particular aesthetics. Rather than 
following strict guidelines for identifying them, I considered aesthetics to operate 
dynamically. Here, Wittgenstein’s (1953) concept of ‘family resemblance’ is a useful analogy 
for understanding how I considered different posts to make use of the same aesthetic. There 
were no external, static rules of belonging to a particular aesthetic, rather aesthetic 
conventions were established as stylistic connections between different posts. As new 
aesthetic elements emerge and come into confrontation with older ones, aesthetic 
conventions are modified. Hence, aesthetic groups are both evolving and consistent 
overtime.  
Establishing analytic categories. 
I find it useful to borrow Manovich’s distinction between casual, professional, and designed 
photography as a starting point for the consideration of aesthetics. When making reference 
to aesthetics, I consider these as emergent properties of Instagram posts, and do not make 
any inferences with regards to users’ creative intentions. For Manovich (2017: 16), casual 
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photographs typically aim to ‘visually document and share an experience, a situation, or 
portray a person or group of people’. These photographs closely resemble the ‘home style’ 
photography of family albums, where the documentary function takes precedence over 
aesthetic considerations. This is not to say that users are unaware of stylistic conventions: for 
instance, objects and subjects of interest are typically shown in full at the centre of the 
image, the horizon in a landscape photograph falls either on the lower third line or on the 
middle, and so on. But the aesthetics are less researched than in professional or designed 
photographs. Casual photography was the most popular in my sample, with 116 posts.  
Professional photographs tend to reproduce the codes of good photography that were 
established in the latter half of the 20th century, such as respect of the ‘rule of thirds’, high 
detail, use of orientation lines to direct attention, balanced colours, and so on. In addition to 
professional photo-galleries, these types of images can often be seen in advertisements. In 
this case, they may make use of a juxtaposition of elements that creates an unrealistic 
situation (Rosenblum, 1978). Rosenblum (1978) gives for example that of a luxury car in the 
middle of a meadow, with a model wearing a high-end gown. While, to my knowledge, 
none of the Instagram users in my sample were professional photographers in the sense of 
being paid for their photographic work, 30 posts could be classed as loosely following the 
rules of professional photography. Following the rules of professional photography may not 
be a conscious decision, but the images resemble professional takes and correspond to the 
standards of good photography.  
On the contrary, designed photographs break with some of the traditional rules of good 
photography. These photographs retain some of the rules of professional photography while 
introducing new conventions borrowed from other fields, such as graphic design. Ultimately, 
these are photographs that epitomise an ‘Instagram style’ - what Manovich calls 
‘Instagrammism’. In my sample, 29 photographs could be considered as ‘designed’. I will 
explain in more detail what I mean by ‘designed’ when I describe the posts that constitute 
the sample. Additionally, a substantial quantity of posts were quotes (25). These were either 
quotes on a plain background, or quotes on the background of professional photographs. It 
is the intertwining of content and aesthetics that enables posts to convey particular good 
life narratives. As Manovich (2017) observed earlier, some types of content were more likely 
to be paired with particular aesthetics.  
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Presenting the content themes 
In the next few pages, I provide a descriptive account of the Instagram posts that 
constituted the subsample to give the reader an idea of the research material. Additionally, I 
reproduce some of the posts with their creators’ consent.  
Table 2: Summary table of content themes and aesthetics. 
The descriptive account of the sample with reference to content themes and aesthetics will 
be the basis of the later interpretative account of different good life narratives. The section 
is organised as follows: I present each content theme in turn (appreciating/making art, food 
and drinks, physical activities, luxury items and experiences, entrepreneurial spirit, self, 
significant others, and travel) and make reference to aesthetics when relevant.  
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Content theme Number of posts Aesthetics
Appreciating/making 
art
20  
(1 from an inspiration account, 3 
from business accounts, 16 from 
personal accounts)
casual photography (17), 
professional photography (3)
Food and drinks 27  
(4 from business accounts, 2 
from inspiration accounts, 21 
from personal accounts) 
casual photography (17), designed 
photography (6), professional 
photography (4)
Physical activities 18  
(17 from personal accounts, 1 
from a business account)
casual photography (15), designed 
photography (3)
Luxury items and 
experiences
37

(17 from personal accounts, 14 
from inspiration accounts, 6 from 
business accounts)
casual photography (21), quotes (2), 
professional photography (11), 
designed photography (3)
Entrepreneurial spirit 45

(30 from personal accounts, 13 
from inspiration accounts, 2 from 
business accounts)
casual photography (14), quotes 
(23), professional photography (5), 
designed photographs (2)
Self 63

(all from personal accounts)
casual photography (45), 
professional photography (6), 
designed photography (12)
Significant others 40

(39 from personal accounts, 1 
from an inspiration account)
casual photography (33), quote (1), 
professional photography (1), 
designed photography (5)
Travel 48  
(40 from personal accounts, 5 
from business accounts, 3 from 
inspiration accounts)
casual photography (32), 
professional photography (4), 
designed photography (11), quote 
(1)
Appreciating/making art. 
This content theme was seen in posts relating to creative activities such as photography, 
music, drawing, baking, and painting. I considered these activities to be creative/artistic if 
users presented them in that way. There were 20 posts in total that made reference to this 
content theme. The posts could either be referring to user engagement in a creative 
practice (drawing, taking photographs, etc.), the output of a creative practice (photographs, 
drawings, paintings, recordings, etc.), or engagement in the appreciation of a creative 
practice and/or its output (going to a concert, going to an exhibition, etc.). Miller (2016) 
already suggested that Instagram had a link with creative practices in these different ways. 
These posts were only present on personal accounts, with the notable exception of two bars 
and a concert venue that advertised forthcoming musical events, and one account 
dedicated to posts on recent box office releases.  
Interestingly, none of the photographs of these posts pictured the user. Instead, they were 
either artefacts symbolising the artistic event/output, such as concert tickets, flyers, the 
grave of a famous artist, and album covers; or photographs of the artistic output such as a 
photograph of a drawing, of painting, and of baked goods; or, in the case of photography, 
they were the artistic output itself. The aesthetics used in these posts were mostly those of 
casual photography (17 posts), suggesting that the main concerns were the documentation 
and showcasing of artistic practices or outputs. However, when users considered 
photography to be the artistic endeavour that they pursued, their photographs followed the 
codes of professional photography (3 posts).  
When posts included captions, these were short and either: 
• provided directions and explanations, in the case of the bars and the concert 
venue  
• engaged the viewer: e.g. ’What’s your favourite song by cult band @acdc?’ and 
‘MIXTAPE AVAILABLE SOON… PLEASE SHOW SOME LOVE AND FOLLOW 
ME…’ 
• or were descriptive: e.g. ’Hazelnut Twists!’  
A single caption could of course serve multiple purposes. All posts included over 10 
hashtags. Similarly to captions, some hashtags were:  
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• descriptive: e.g. #pencildrawing, #instamusic, #party, etc.  
• or sought to engage the viewer: e.g. #follow, #listentothis, #likeme, etc. 
Additionally, hashtags made reference to: 
• the state of mind of the user: e.g. #happiness, #positivethoughts, #excited, 
#feelgood, etc. 
• and to present moments: e.g. #instadaily, #goodday, #artoftheday, etc. 
While these types of tags were present on all kinds of posts, in this context they convey the 
idea that engagement in (or appreciation of) creative practices, if not daily, but at least 
often, is an important aspect of a good life. If this is the case, then it suggests that a good 
life is one where one has the opportunity (both in terms of financial/material resources, time, 
and mental space) to engage in or appreciate creative activities. Additionally, tags that 
meant to engage the viewer seemed to suggest that it is important that creative outputs 
were appreciated. Artists seemed marginally more likely to try actively to engage the viewer 
through the use of captions and hashtags. Although the small sample size makes any 
deductions on this basis tentative, this could be understood through the lens of changing 
expectations of the artist’s work. Morris (2014) explains that artists are currently increasingly 
understood as cultural entrepreneurs who are expected to produce and distribute their own 
work. These developing expectations can result in increased pressure on artists to engage 
viewers on social media. 
Two posts also used hashtags that were not directly related to the content of the 
photograph. One of these two posts was created by a user describing herself as a fitness 
trainer and included hashtags about fitness. The other appeared on an account dedicated to 
recent box office releases. In that post, the hashtags used were those of a set of tags 
provided by Prilaga about business and entrepreneurship. It is likely that the first user 
included tags about fitness because fitness is a large part of her personal identity, no matter 
which activity she is engaged in. The second user may have used tags provided by Prilaga 
on business and entrepreneurship because of the recent success of these tags in harnessing 
viewers' attention. 
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Food and drinks. 
This content theme regrouped 27 posts in total, four of which were from business accounts, 
and two from inspiration accounts. Business accounts in these categories were the accounts 
of restaurants or food/drink producers, such as an olive oil company and a wine company. 
All other posts were from individuals. I considered posts to make reference to food/drinks if 
they depicted food/drinks or if food was mentioned in the caption/hashtags. For instance, 
one post was a picture of a user with two pigs. The tags made reference both to ‘pigs’ and 
to ‘pork’, as well as to food (#knowyourfood). I considered that this post should be included 
in this content theme because the user explicitly made reference to the fact that pigs could 
be considered as food. Posts either made reference to cooked dishes/food that was ready 
to consume (23), ingredients and provenance of food (6), or specific brands of food (7). Here 
again, a single post could make reference to more than one of these aspects. While the 
food itself was typically in focus, it was often in the context of other activities, such as 
travelling, spending time with significant others, or farming/producing food.  
In these posts, the food (or food to be) was typically the focus of the photographs, most 
often appearing on its own (19 photographs). In half of the remaining eight photographs, 
either the user or a significant other is entirely depicted with or without the food. In the 
other half, body parts of users/significant others can be seen (typically hands holding drinks). 
Most posts (17) made use of casual photography aesthetics. This was often the case when 
food was the focus of the photograph. In these cases, photographs were close-ups of food 
with little consideration given to the background. Casual photography was also used in 
posts where significant others or the user appeared with the food or without the food. For 
instance, users or significant others could be photographed in a restaurant, waiting for their 
food, or in the process of consuming food. These were centred photographs of a person 
appearing in full (or nearly) and appeared solely on personal accounts. Business accounts 
made use of professional photography (4) to promote their products. These pictures were 
focused on the food (or food to be) with high attention paid to the colour balance, focus, 
high level of detail, and background. 
Additionally, some pictures (6) could be considered to be designed photographs. These 
were used by inspiration accounts and by personal accounts. Two types of photographs 
correspond to this category. The first one is highly reminiscent of the category of painting 
!194
known as ‘still life’ (reference). For instance, one photograph showed a bed standing against 
a window giving view on a river. On that bed were three platters on which were laying plates 
filled with pastries, strawberries and raspberries, and a coffee cup. The food lies untouched. 
Next to the platters was a heart-shaped box filled with pink roses. Under one of the platters 
lay a women’s magazine. All the items are carefully arranged: items of a same kind 
(strawberries, raspberries, roses, croissants, etc.) are all of equal size, their colours are 
identical, and their positions have been thought through. The strawberries are stood up, 
encircling the stood up raspberries. The single cup of coffee suggests that this arrangement 
is meant for a single person. Fresh, ripe, and abundant food in still life paintings is said to 
symbolise riches and the bounty of the upper class (Schneider, 2003). The perfection of the 
flowers and of the food both invites the viewer to enjoy life’s fleeting earthly pleasures and 
reminds her of the distance between her own life, and that depicted in the still life. These 
observations also apply to the food themed flat-lay that took inspiration from graphic 
design: an overhead view photograph of untouched food, drinks, and other paraphernalia, 
carefully arranged against a neutral background.  
The second type presents users or significant others in the process of food consumption in a 
stylised manner. Individuals or their hands are depicted with the food, holding it, putting a 
cup to their lips, or a fork to a plate. Here, food is being consumed, albeit in a particularly 
aesthetically pleasing manner. When individuals’ faces are present in the photograph, they 
look away from the camera. In both cases, these photographs break the rules of casual 
photography . One example is a photograph depicting a point-of-view shot of the user’s 13
legs, propped against the lowered window of her car. Through the window is a view of the 
countryside. On the foreground, righthand side, is shown a cardboard cup of hot chocolate. 
The position of the cup implies that it is being consumed, or just about to be. The emphasis 
on the body-in-action in these photographs contrasts with the detached view of the still life 
or flat lay presented above. In this sample, this type of action shot was only used by 
personal accounts, perhaps because it necessitates a person to be in action.  
Similarly to the previous content theme, captions were short and either: 
 Such photographs would be considered to be ‘bad’ casual photographs as they do not fulfil the 13
role of documenting who is consuming the food. They would be unlikely to be included in a photo-
album. The photographer would surely demand to retake the photograph so that everyone faces 
the camera and smiles. 
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• descriptive: e.g. ‘Roast Tofu with Veggies Salad and Detox Juice’ or ‘Milk tea 
coconut/cantaloupe’ 
• or aimed to engage the user: e.g. ‘Are your cornflakes organic tho?’ or ‘Follow 
@user’  
Hashtags made reference to:  
• the context in which food was produced or consumed: e.g. #travel, #greece, 
#breakfastwithaview, #friends, etc. 
• qualified the food: e.g. #sustainable, #organic, #eco, #yummy, #healthy, 
#clean, #foodporn, etc. 
• or made reference to the state of mind of the user: e.g. #relax, #solitude, 
#peaceful, #happy, #goodtimes, etc. 
Hence food was never ordinary or purely instrumental but rather imbued with moral values. 
Social scientists have long recognised that food consumption is traditionally associated with 
symbolically mediated notions of order (Douglas & Isherwood, 1979). In this sample, food 
was either ‘clean and healthy’, ‘natural and sustainable’, or ‘decadent food porn’. Food was 
also linked to morality and ethics in relation to veganism. Food producers were more likely 
to emphasise the provenance of food and qualify their products as sustainable, organic, 
wholesome, natural, or ecological, whereas consumers more often emphasised health or 
indulgent enjoyment. When the user consumed food on his/her own, the experience was 
more often described as peaceful and relaxing, while posts referring to food consumed with 
significant others emphasised joy, celebration, and happiness. Food was also linked to 
different understandings of place. Producers often aimed to make the link between the food 
and the place it came from. In this case, place was understood as the ‘root’ of food (e.g. 
#forest, #natural, #racine, etc.). On the other hand, consumption of food was sometimes 
linked to extraordinary or exotic places (e.g. #cocktailwithaview, #breakfastwithaview, 
#enjoytheview, etc.). In that case place was understood as a paradisiac backdrop for the 
user’s activities.  
In a discussion of the moral overtones of the evaluative categories associated with 
discourses of food, Warde (1997) identified four fundamental antinomies that offer 
contradictory guidance on food selection: novelty and tradition, health and indulgence, 
economy and extravagance, convenience and care. Nearly all of these can be identified in 
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Instagram posts. Interestingly, however, convenience and economy were never mentioned, 
even implicitly. If we assume that Instagram users mostly document aspects of their 
‘ordinary’ lives that are ‘worth sharing’, this perhaps should not come as a surprise. However, 
this also results in a normalisation of food discourses that are more easily accessible to 
relatively well-off individuals who have a substantial amount of time to devote to the choice, 
preparation, and consumption of food. Simultaneously, this marginalises food choices that 
are made on the basis of their basic sustenance function, convenience, or affordability, by 
deeming them ‘unworthy’ to be shared.  
Physical activities. 
In total there were 18 posts that made reference to physical activities. I considered posts to 
be making reference to physical activities if the users emphasised them. For instance, one 
user posted a picture of a cocktail on the background of a snowy mountain view and made 
reference to taking a holiday: while presumably she could have been taking a skiing holiday, 
she did not emphasise that aspect of her experience. Hence, I did not include her post in 
this content theme. With the exception of one post that was posted on a business account, 
all posts in this content theme were from personal accounts. The business in question is an 
adventure service in Bali that organises white water rafting, cycling, and trekking.  
In these posts, pictures either represented the user/significant others engaging in physical 
activity (14) or were shots taken right after physical activity (4). All posts referring to physical 
activities included photographs of either the user or of significant others. These 
photographs mostly corresponded to the aesthetics of casual photography (15) and 
performed a documenting function. Additionally, three photographs made use of the codes 
of designed photography. In these cases, individuals were shown engaging in physical 
activity (walking, swinging) seemingly without taking notice of the photographer. The types 
of physical activities that users engaged in were weight lifting, swinging, hiking, yoga, 
walking, mountaineering, and dancing. Captions and hashtags were both: 
•  descriptive: e.g. #walk, #hiking, #mountaineering, etc. 
• and provided insight on the context in which users were engaging in these 
activities: e.g. #travelling, #morningworkout, #diet, #healthylifestyle, etc. 
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Physical activities were referred to in different ways depending on the context in which users 
were engaging in them. Users engaged in physical activities either in the context of travel, 
or as part of their routine.  
When users engaged in physical activities in the context of travel, these were typically hikes 
and walks, and were celebrated for giving access to beautiful landscapes (e.g. #exploring, 
#beautifulview, etc.) or for the quality time they allowed (e.g. #relaxing, #enjoyingthesun, 
etc.). Routine physical activities were divided into two groups. The first group was 
composed of physical activities that were talked about: in terms of enjoyment and 
happiness (#smiling, #happiness, etc.) and enabled one to spend quality time with 
significant others (e.g. ‘Good times with dog name’ or ‘Sunday Famdate’) as well as by 
yourself (#timeout, #grateful, etc.). These typically consisted of outdoors walks, but one 
account also referred to a group yoga session. The second group referred to engagement in 
physical activities for fitness and emphasised the ability of these activities to make users 
stronger and fitter. These activities were mostly weightlifting and running. When posts made 
reference to these activities, they also emphasised the hard work that went into the activity, 
either by showing sweaty selfies, or referring to having been sweaty (e.g. ‘All clean from the 
workout stank’). In this case, users also sometimes emphasised their responsibility to ‘take 
charge’ and presented themselves as ‘fighters’. They also invoked the vocabulary of 
meritocracy, emphasising that hard work paid off, whereas the rest of the posts tended to 
emphasise the value of the present moment itself.  
Luxury items and experiences. 
There were 37 posts that made reference to luxury items or experiences. I considered posts 
to make reference to this content theme if the users framed their content in that way (e.g. by 
explicitly mentioning ‘luxury’ in their posts) or if the posts depicted items or experiences 
that were traditionally understood as markers of wealth (e.g. expensive watches). Seventeen 
of these posts were contributed by personal accounts, fourteen by inspiration accounts, and 
six by businesses. Most posts by personal accounts were posted by men (15 out of 17). The 
posts referred to luxury apparel, cars, cigars, watches, yachts, villas, interior design, high-
end experiences (e.g. restaurant or holiday), and hi-tech items (e.g. mobile phone, laptop).  
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The photographs in these posts were either strictly focused on the luxury items (17), 
included a person (sometimes the user) that was displaying or enjoying the luxury item or 
experience and was either fully pictured (10) or whose presence was implied by a body part 
(10). Here again, casual photography (21) dominated the content theme and was prominent 
on posts contributed by personal accounts, although some business accounts also made use 
of that aesthetic. Professional photography (11) was the second most common aesthetic 
used. It was common on posts produced by inspiration and business accounts. For instance, 
one photograph depicts a modern villa with a pool. The careful use of perspective lines 
guides our attention along the pool to the villa, and showcases the view of the setting sun, 
unfolding behind the building. The pool water is undisturbed, and the villa perfectly clean. 
This type of image could easily be found in a home design magazine. Additionally two posts 
were quotes and three corresponded to designed photography. When photographs were 
quotes, they were presented against the background of a professional photograph of a 
high-end car in the first case, and of a modern glass building in the second.  
Captions and hashtags provided: 
• explanations or descriptions of the item/experience: e.g. ‘Views. In my third 
home until Sunday.’ or #audi, #luxus, etc.  
• ‘truth-like’ statements such as: ‘Wednesdays are for shopping’, ‘Work hard and 
play harder’  
• or incited viewers to buy the displayed items or book into the experiences: 
e.g. ‘Use the code ‘’SP10’’ at checkout for 10% discount on whole order!’ or 
‘boots are restocked #musthave’ 
In many posts, hashtags made reference to ‘lifestyle’ (e.g. #luxurylifestyle, #lifestyle, 
#entrepreneurlifestyle, #luxurylife, #richlife, #thebillionaireslife, etc.). In this case, the good 
life was understood as one abounding in material wealth and luxury experiences. In many 
cases, luxury items and experiences were presented as signifiers of wealth, as hashtags also 
referred to wealth (e.g. #richkid, #millionaire, etc.). Luxury experiences and items were 
presented in an insular manner, without reference to the work that may have been needed 
to acquire them. In four posts, users made reference to business or entrepreneurship, but 
these seem to be understood in a particular way: that of engaging in business or 
entrepreneurship to make as much money as possible, as fast as possible.  
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This dominant approach to luxury aligns itself with the consumerist view of the good life. 
Interestingly, the proportion of inspirational accounts is much higher in this content theme 
than in previous ones. It is also not incidental that professional photography, as used in 
advertisements, is more present too. This is a way of life that few people consistently lead, 
but it has a strong grip on people’s aspirations. The consistent references to lifestyle suggest 
a relationship to personal identity. Giddens (1991: 81) defines a lifestyle as ‘a more or less 
integrated set of practices which an individual embraces, not only because such practices 
fulfil utilitarian needs, but because they give material form to a particular narrative of self-
identity’. Lifestyles are constituted through leisure activity choices, but also ‘one’s body, 
clothes, speech, …eating and drinking preferences, home, car… etc.’ (Featherstone, 1987: 
343). While individual posts tended to focus on one aspect only, taken together, they 
adequately conveyed a representation of what a luxury lifestyle would be. Someone living a 
luxury lifestyle would wear stylish apparel, drive a fast car, keep up with technological 
innovations, live in a modern villa, and casually engage in high-end dining and 
entertainment. The emphasis is resolutely on modernity, progress, and innovation. Giddens 
(1991: 82) highlights that lifestyle is not limited to non-work activities, and the ‘choice of 
work and work milieu forms a basic element of lifestyle orientations’. Here however, work 
seems to be mostly absent: a luxury lifestyle is understood as being given. 
A notable minority of posts (2) explicitly referred to luxury, even though the experiences and 
items that they depicted would likely be accepted by many people in the West as common 
place, or at least not opulent. Both of these posts were from personal accounts and made 
reference to travel but put the emphasis on different aspects. They both made use of casual 
photography aesthetics. One was a picture of a takeaway dish on a table. In addition to 
luxury, the hashtags made reference to: 
• travelling: e.g. #travel, #traveller, #explorer, etc. 
• and to the state of mind of the user: e.g. #peace, #relax, #happy, etc. 
The other post presented a set of pictures of a user either alone or with significant others 
posing next to landmarks in the context of a trip to Germany. In addition to luxury, the 
hashtags either made reference to:  
• the user’s state of mind: e.g. #blessed, #grateful, #thankful, etc. 
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• or were positive qualifiers of the user and his friends: e.g. #beautiful, 
#dailylook, #pretty, #sexy, etc. 
Both of these posts, albeit in different ways, convey an understanding of luxury that differs 
from the dominant one outlined above. Both seem to recognise, in different ways and 
contexts, that the mere act of travelling is luxury in itself. 
Entrepreneurial spirit. 
This content theme regrouped all posts that made reference to business and/or 
entrepreneurship. I considered posts to be referring to business or entrepreneurship if the 
users made explicit reference to these terms (for instance through hashtags) or if the user 
made reference to an entrepreneurial or business activity. For instance, posts that were 
made by business accounts but did not make reference to their business activities (as 
opposed to advertising their items/services, posting miscellaneous content) were not 
included in this theme. There were 45 posts in total, 30 of which were posted by personal 
accounts, 13 were posted by inspiration accounts, and 2 by businesses. Among personal 
accounts, there was a majority of men (19).  
Photographs in these posts were either quotes (23), photographs of the user (11), 
photographs of luxury items or experiences (5), and photographs of a business process (5). 
Additionally, one account that specialised in posting pictures or snapshots from box office 
movies tagged its posts with tags relating to business and entrepreneurship. The balance of 
aesthetics used in this theme is unusual, with quotes being the dominant category (23), 
outnumbering the posts using casual (14), professional (5), and designed (2) photography. In 
8 cases however, quotes appeared on the background of professional photography.  
The captions were short and could be classed into three categories:  
• descriptive captions: e.g. ’Joyride’ or ‘Here comes your Woman Crush 
Wednesday’ 
• captions seeking engagement: e.g. ‘Follow us @user’ or ‘What are you doing 
to be more disciplined with money?’ 
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• and inspirational quotes: e.g. ‘No matter what people tell you, words and 
ideas can change the world’ or ‘Never show your back to those who helped 
you and supported you when no one was there for you’ 
Out of the 45 posts in this content theme, 29 used the same set of hashtags (with slight 
variations of order and words) provided by Prilaga:   
#marketing #successquotes #network #dreambig #leadership #businessowner 
#selfmade #ambition #goodlife #buildyourempire #prilaga #keepgoing 
#millionaire  #inspiration #millionairelifestyle #business #motivationalquotes 
#motivation #nevergiveup #grind #money #entrepreneur #mindset #dailygrind 
#startuplife #motivated #entrepreneurship 
These hashtags referred to meritocratic ideals of the self-made person whose hard work 
results in success, measured by wealth. Most of the posts in this content theme seemed to 
be promoting a particular understanding of work as socially desirable. There was value in 
the ‘daily grind’ or ‘hustle’ that these posts were providing motivation and inspiration for. 
Being self-employed was an ideal that few people were understood to be able to reach 
(#mindset, #successmindset, #businessmindset). Yet, ‘traditional’ work was understood to be 
inadequate for their goals. One post using this set of tags was captioned:  
‘What the Fuck you doing. Haha 😂  daily routine work routine job,  .. But you 
should realise that you are not in the [correct] place to win the life’ 
When photographs were pictures of quotes, they were often on the background of a 
photograph of either fictional characters such as Tony Stark, Leonardo Di Caprio’s 
interpretation of Jordan Belfort in The Wolf of Wallstreet, or Tony Montana, or of real-life 
successful entrepreneurs such as Elon Musk. Hence billionaire playboy entrepreneurs 
(sometimes self-made) were the inspirational figures of this content theme. They could be 
seen as providing a guidebook of the ‘modern gentleman’: well-dressed, wealthy, fit, and 
hardworking. When users posted a photograph of themselves with these hashtags and 
motivational quotes, they seemed to be encouraging themselves and affirming their worth 
as an entrepreneur. The popularity of the ideal of the self-made entrepreneur should 
perhaps be unsurprising in a time of economic hardship and scarce employment 
opportunities. However, the odds of success in this line of work are extremely low.  
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The 14 remaining posts used hashtags that were congruent with these themes but also 
included personalised tags such as #mompreneur, #womanoftheyear, #bossmom, 
#businesswoman, and so on. Posts that were contributed by women seemed to try to reuse 
the same themes of business, inspiration, hard work, and financial success, but also included 
references to their gender and, when they had children, to their status as a mother. These 
personalisations of the Prilaga set of tags could be seen as an attempt to contradict the 
traditional image of the male entrepreneur. Other variations on this set of tag included 
putting more emphasis on: 
•  luxury items: e.g. #fastcars, #luxurylifestyle, etc.  
• or on education: e.g. #learn, #alwayslearning, #education, #eruditesquad, etc.  
Additionally, two posts seemed to show a different understanding of business and 
promoted helping others through business rather than aiming to acquire as much money as 
possible. They both used completely different sets of tags that were focused on their 
respective business activities (#crystals, #selflove, #chakracleansing and #namaste, 
#yogalife, etc.). The caption of the first one explained the journey of the user in starting this 
entrepreneurial activity to help others, after realising that alternative wellbeing practices had 
helped her. The second caption of the second one stated that the user enjoyed doing her 
work to the extent that it felt ‘too good to be called work!’.  
Crucially, even through the exploration of users’ personal accounts, it was difficult to find out 
what kind of entrepreneurial activities most users engaged in. Users of personal accounts 
presented themselves as ‘entrepreneurs’ but for most, this seemed to be an ideal rather 
than an actual endeavour. This is also suggested by the dominance of quotes as aesthetic 
type and the comparatively low number of casual photographs. It seemed that few users 
could show entrepreneurial activity in their everyday lives. This could be related to 
Higgins’ (1987) self-discrepancy theory that suggests that people may have internalised 
standards for themselves that may contradict their reality. Only a minority of users clearly 
stated what their entrepreneurial activity was. Out of the 26 personal accounts, 6 users used 
their accounts to actively promote their business to prospective clients, blurring the line 
between business account and personal account. This was the case of an alternative health 
and wellbeing practitioner, a dietary supplements promoter, a realtor, an application 
designer, and two users who described themselves as traders.  
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While the first four seemed to be legitimate businesses, the last two suspiciously offered 
followers to help them make money by engaging in trading without prior training. These 
users made use of Instagram’s authenticity markers (Nguyen, 2017) to establish trust with 
their followers. They included a profile picture of a person (possibly themselves, but possibly 
stolen off the internet) and directly addressed viewers in their posts and account 
descriptions. They made use of the same set of hashtags provided by Prilaga as described 
above. They also posted pictures of text conversations that they supposedly had with their 
clients where clients thanked them for helping them make money. Their personal grids 
displayed the ‘cash money’ that they supposedly earned through their trading endeavour as 
well as the luxurious goods and experiences that they could acquire or engage in. 
Displaying this lavish lifestyle (which may or may not be real) and inciting users to contact 
them for help by providing their contact details, they conveyed the idea that anyone can 
become rich in very little time and with little effort. A look through their followers revealed 
that they were followed by mostly young people, perhaps preying on the hopes and dreams 
of people in difficult situations. I subsequently reported both of these accounts to Instagram 
as potential scam accounts.  
Self. 
This content theme regrouped all posts that made reference to the self. There were 63 posts 
in total that referred to this content theme, all of which were contributed by personal 
accounts. I considered posts to make reference to the self if they were a photograph of the 
user alone (60), or a post in which the user talked about the self but where the photograph 
was that of something else (2), or if the user was pictured with significant others but put the 
emphasis on the self in the caption/hashtags (1). Hence not all photographs that included 
the user (or a body part) were considered to make reference to the self. Out of the 63 posts, 
26 were contributed by men, and 37 by women. Most posts made use of casual 
photography (45). In these, users were typically facing the camera, sometimes smiling or 
pouting. A few of the posts (6) were portraits that used the codes of professional 
photography. Additionally, 12 photographs corresponded to designed photography 
aesthetics. In these, the subject did not face the camera, and the photograph always 
included the context in which it was taken (e.g. beach, mountain top, etc.). 
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Some of the posts in this content theme were exclusively focused on the self (19), but others 
also made reference to other content themes (at times more than one) such as 
entrepreneurship (8), significant others (1), travel (21), physical activities (9), and luxury (8). 
Posts that were exclusively focused on the self often made use of descriptive hashtags such 
as #girl, #woman, #boy, #czechguy, #me, and so on. Posts that also made reference to other 
content themes tended to be more specific in their use of descriptive hashtags, which also 
contributed to the qualification of the user as an #entrepreneur, #fitgirl, #travelholic, 
#millionaire, and so on. Nearly all posts had a positive attitude towards the self and used 
positive qualifiers such as #motivated, #classy, #beautiful, #fit, and so forth. This positive 
approach to the self promoted self-love either directly (#selflove, #lovemyself) or through 
use of positive qualifiers.  
A minority of posts that used photographs of users only made reference to the user’s state 
of mind (e.g. #happy, #enjoying, etc.) in the caption/hashtags rather than to any personality 
or bodily characteristics. While many posts made reference to the users’ state of mind, these 
differed by their exclusive use of state of mind qualifiers rather than personality/body 
qualifiers. These two ways of relating to the self convey different understandings of self. The 
first one could be associated with the neoliberal portfolio imperative of developing skills 
and actively presenting the self in a positive light (O’Flynn & Bendix Petersen, 2007). In 
these posts, the relationship to self was one of seeking out one’s best mental or physical 
qualities, resulting in a presentation of the self as a ‘marketable subject’ (O’Flynn & Bendix 
Petersen, 2007: 466). On the other hand, the second understanding focused on what the 
self was doing (i.e. hiking, walking, relaxing, mountaineering, traveling) and how that made 
the self feel (i.e. good, happy, joyful, etc.), rather than on essential properties of the self.  
Unsurprisingly, posts about the self were linked to normative ideals of femininity and 
masculinity. This is concordant with earlier research on gender and social media. Indeed, 
previous studies indicate that user-produced content on social media tends to conform to 
traditional gender norms (Döring et al., 2016; Miller et al., 2016; Rose et al., 2012; Ye et al., 
2017). While this was not clear cut, when talking about the self, women were more likely to 
make reference either to: 
• their beauty: e.g. #sexy, #hairgoals, #beautiful, #stylish, etc. 
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• or to mental characteristics that were accepted as feminine: e.g. #nice, #sassy, 
#wildchild, etc. 
Men on the other hand were more likely to refer to:  
• traditionally masculine physical features: e.g. #beard, #biceps, #triceps, etc. 
• or to mental characteristics that were linked to achievement in the work-
sphere: e.g. #motivated, #goaldigger, #successmindset, etc. 
Additionally, women were more likely to smile in photographs, which presented them as 
easy-going and agreeable. A notable minority of posts however contradicted traditional 
ideals of femininity and masculinity and made reference to the men who displayed 
traditionally feminine mental characteristics (i.e. #sweetboy) or women who reclaimed 
traditionally masculine domains (i.e. #strongandsexy, #womanceo).  
Significant others. 
 This content theme regrouped all posts that made reference to significant others. There 
were 40 posts that made reference to this content theme. I considered posts to make 
reference to significant others if they included a picture of significant others with (20) or 
without the user (9), or made a reference to significant others in the caption or hashtags, no 
matter the picture (11). Most of the posts were contributed by personal accounts, with the 
exception of one post provided by an inspirational account.  
When users were portrayed with their significant others, they were most likely to smile, be 
positioned in close proximity to each other, and exhibit signs of affection (i.e. hugging, 
holding hands, etc.). Photographs were typically posed and reminiscent of the photographic 
genre of family photography. These types of photographs are typically taken to represent an 
ideal state of the relationship between the people portrayed (Chalfen, 1987). Family 
photographs, particularly of important events such as weddings or graduations, are 
traditionally displayed in middle-class living rooms to establish the ideal of family life for 
visitors. On Instagram, alongside the nuclear family, this photographic genre was extended 
to all significant others: friends, pets, boyfriends and girlfriends, as well as a wider 
community of practice (i.e. yoga). While some pictures were taken at important events (i.e. 
race, social event, or vacation), many were also snapshots of everyday events such as 
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relaxing together, taking a walk, going for a coffee, feeding the children, and so on. Most 
photographs seemed to be taken on camera phones, although one picture of a dog had 
clearly been taken with professional photography material. Indeed, the majority of 
photographs were following casual aesthetics (33). Additionally, one photograph was a 
quote, the picture of the dog followed the rules of professional photography, and five 
images corresponded to designed aesthetics.  
Captions and hashtags:  
• clarified relationships: e.g. #fiancé, #friends, #dogfriends, #collegebuddies, 
etc. 
• clarified the context of the photograph: e.g. ’Brisbane Botanic Gardens’ or 
#walk 
• celebrated the users’ affection for their significant others: e.g. ’Missing my 
#bestpartner 👭 ❤ ’, ‘Blessed with you in my life! 💕 ’ or #love 
Significant others were understood as being part of a good life because they were loved 
(and loved in return), but also because activities seemed more enjoyable with them. As I 
mentioned earlier, taking pictures of the self with significant others may not be a 
unidimensional individualistic act, and rather may be an attempt to ‘fix’ (Lomax, 2015) the 
meaning of the relationship. There was a difference however between posts that celebrated 
the love of significant others and the enjoyment of shared activities, and posts that only 
mentioned the status that significant others conferred to the user. For instance, one woman 
posted a close-up photograph of herself with an engagement ring, and only referenced her 
significant other through the status that he/she gave her as an #engaged woman, and a 
#futurewife. Another example was that of a post depicting an overhead shot of two people 
sitting at a table and holding coffee mugs. Only their hands are visible. The post was 
captioned ‘Self care isn’t selfish but necessary for a good life & be the best version of 
yourself’. Here, spending time with significant others was presented in the context of the 
benefits that it can bring to the user (improved mental health, increased social status). 
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Travel. 
This content theme regrouped all posts that made reference to travelling. There were 48 
posts in total. I considered posts to be making reference to travelling if they mentioned 
travel or related terms in the caption or hashtags (i.e. #beautifuldestinations, #travel, #trip, 
#travelteam, etc.). Most of these posts were contributed by personal accounts (40). 
Additionally, 5 posts were from business accounts (either organising travel tours or 
advertising hotel stays), and 3 from inspirational accounts.  
Photographs on these posts either depicted users (30) with or without their significant 
others, or the things (19) that could be enjoyed in the context of travel, such as food, 
landscapes, architecture, exhibitions, landmarks, and so on. Additionally, one photograph 
was a quote about travel. Thirty-two of these photographs were taken in a casual aesthetic, 
11 corresponded to designed photography, and 4 were professional photographs. In this 
content theme, nearly all photographs that made use of designed aesthetics followed a 
particular set of rules, that I termed ‘travel photography’. It was present in 9 photographs 
and depicted women more often than men. In these photographs, the user (with or without 
significant others) did not look at the camera, either fully turning her back to it, or slightly 
turning away from it. While on one photograph the user was depicted sitting at a table on 
which an abundant breakfast was laid out, typically users were simply standing and gazing 
into the distance, or to the side.  
One photograph of that genre was particularly reminiscent of the painting Wanderer above 
the Sea of Fog by Caspar David Friedrich. It represented a woman on the (presumably) top 
of a mountain, turning her back to the camera and looking down on the lush foliage and the 
sea below her. The sun is low and its rays, piercing through light clouds, wash out the 
colours of the landscape. As the Wanderer, she is blonde and dressed in a dark coat, 
standing out against the faded landscape. The painting, originating from the Romantic era, 
has been said to represent self-reflection (Gorra, 2004). Yet, the status of the Wanderer has 
been debated as his position is ‘suggesting at once mastery over a landscape and the 
insignificance of the individual within it’ (Gaddis, 2004: 1).  
These parallels with the Wanderer are particularly interesting given the popularity of this 
photographic genre in the context of the environmental crisis. It is also notable that this 
genre is increasingly taken up in casual photographs. While they did not give the same 
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amount of attention to details, colours, and composition as designed photographs did, 7 
casual photographs seemed to borrow some of the features of the genre, such as turning 
away or gazing to the side. A stark difference with such paintings from the romantic era 
however, lays in the diversity of backdrops of such photographs, both in designed and in 
casual photography. Here, the background can be the lush foliage and mountains of exotic 
destinations, as well as the architectural features of cities throughout the world. The notion 
of romantic travel is extended to cities, which are no longer understood as places of 
corruption of the goodness of Man (see for instance Rousseau, [1762] 2017), but as different 
types of positive life changing experiences. As one user, fashionably dressed, pictured 
walking in the streets of Madrid, turning her back to the viewer and looking to the side, 
writes: ‘If you want changes to happen, be prepared to leave your comfort zone’.  
However, these types of photographs also have a different effect. Because the user turns 
away from the camera, and the photographs seem to be capturing candid moments, there is 
no connection between the person in the photograph and the viewer. It gives the 
impression of watching the user through a one-way mirror, positioning the viewer as a 
voyeur. There is no external sign of knowledge on the part of the user that she may be 
looked at. The severing of the connection between user and viewer makes the user, and by 
extension the places that they are in, seem inaccessible to the viewer, perhaps heightening 
their desirability. Yet the user is obviously aware that she is being looked at, as she posts 
and curates photographs of herself in these situations, often taken by those referred to as 
‘Instagram husbands’ (Lorenz, 2019). While  the playful term ‘Instagram husband’ can be 
applied to persons of any gender and any sexual orientation, the choice of terms and the 
playful content created in relation to the term (see for instance the YouTube video 
‘Instagram Husband’ by The Mystery Hour) positions heterosexual women as the type of 
user who would traditionally be posting these photographs. 
Nearly all posts made mention of a location either through caption, hashtags, or 
geolocation features. Hashtags and captions also highlighted: 
• the beauty of the places depicted: e.g. #fabulous, #beautifuldestinations, 
#dreamplace, etc. 
• and the enjoyment that the user was retrieving from being there: e.g. #happy, 
#enjoying, #blessed, etc. 
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Through the emphasis on the perfection of these holiday places and the mention of the 
location, the posts constructed these locations as paradise places (#whataplace, #paradise, 
etc.). Paradise is where landscapes are beautiful (and often exotic), the weather is always 
good, the food is delicious, and work is conspicuously absent. However, this kind of 
understanding of perfect place is detached from the experience of the locals, sometimes 
obscuring the poverty and inequality of host countries. These disregards are supported by 
power relationships in which vulnerable people (sometimes the locals of our holiday places) 
tend to end up having to make do with the places damaged by those in positions of power. 
Exploring narrative patterns: analysing the relationships between hashtags. 
In this section I introduce the results from the quantitative network analysis of the 
relationships between hashtags appearing on posts tagged #goodlife. While the qualitative 
analysis of Instagram posts provided an overview of which aspects of the good life were 
presented on Instagram and how users approached them, this section is focused on the 
relationships between these aspects. The analysis of the relationships between hashtags on 
a large scale provides a dynamic approach to the use of good life narratives on Instagram 
and enables an understanding of how different thematic aspects of the good life are related. 
Analysing how hashtags are related and the strengths of their relationships provides an 
understanding of particular relationships between themes that are reoccurring throughout 
Instagram posts tagged #goodlife. These reoccurring relationships form narrative patterns 
that become building blocks for good life narratives. Some narrative patterns are more likely 
to give rise to sustainable good life narratives than others. For instance, a narrative pattern 
linking success to luxury and wealth would be unlikely to be woven into any sustainable 
narrative. There are obvious limitations to this approach, as some themes may only appear 
in images and captions rather than in the hashtags. However, the extensive use of hashtags 
in Instagram posts suggests that relationships between hashtags are worth exploring. I first 
provide a brief reminder of the methodology used to carry out the network analysis before 
presenting a description of the results. 
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Fig. 1: Plot of the thematic clusters after classification of the 1526 hashtags. 
The network analysis was carried out on 793 posts containing up to 30 hashtags each. Using 
Gephi, I plotted the co-appearance of any pair of hashtags in any given post of the dataset. 
Namely, a hashtag appearing in a given post was paired up with every other hashtag 
appearing in the same post to explore the relationships between different hashtags that 
people use in relation to the hashtag #goodlife. Although there was a total of 6130 hashtags 
in the dataset, all hashtags that appeared only once were filtered out. The remaining 1526 
hashtags were manually classified into 33 thematic clusters. These clusters were:  
1) business and entrepreneurship, 2) success, 3) education, 4) inspiration and 
dreams, 5) motivation and hard work, 6) mindfulness and mental health, 7) 
outdoors activities, 8) nature, 9) relaxation and leisure, 10) love, 11) quotes, 12) 
significant others, 13) food, 14) drugs, 15) fashion, 16) happiness, 17) travel, 18) 
art, 19) locations, 20) photography, 21) positive qualifiers, 22) fitness and 
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physical health, 23) spirituality, 24) lifestyle, 25) home design, 26) self 
descriptors, 27) temporality, 28) instagram and blogging, 29) luxury and wealth, 
30) cigars, 31) cars, 32) watches, 33) nightlife. 
These thematic clusters do not directly correspond to the content themes presented earlier, 
although some may be identified as hashtags that would appear on posts constituting these 
content themes. For instance, the thematic cluster termed ‘travel’ clearly contains hashtags 
that would nearly exclusively appear on posts that constitute the ‘travel’ content theme. 
However, other thematic clusters do not map easily onto content themes. For instance, 
hashtags constituting the thematic cluster ‘instagram and blogging’ (such as #follow, 
#instagram, #instagood, #like4like, etc.) can appear on a multiplicity of posts regardless of 
the content theme. Additionally, this large-scale analysis brings to light some new themes, 
such as drugs, spirituality, and nightlife. While the discourses that they are woven into are 
unclear, their co-appearance on posts tagged #goodlife suggest that they play a role in 
some understandings of what living well can mean. 
Figure 1 shows an unsimplified plot of the classified hashtags. Each hashtag is represented 
by a node. This plot is merely introduced to provide an overview of the classification process 
and is not intended to be readable. To clarify the representation, each node within a 
thematic cluster was merged to create a ‘supernode’. Hence each thematic cluster of 
hashtags is represented by a supernode. Figure 2 shows a plot of the supernodes. 
Supernodes have a different size depending on the number of hashtags within the cluster 
and their frequency of appearance (called weight). The more hashtags and the more often 
they appear, the larger is the size of the node. This means that if a cluster contains hashtags 
that appear often but does not contain many hashtags in total, the size of the supernode 
representing it will be relatively smaller. Take, for instance, the thematic cluster called ‘love’. 
The node that represents the hashtag ‘love’ before merging is one of the largest in the plot. 
However, after merging, the thematic cluster called ‘love’ is smaller than, for instance, the 
thematic cluster called ‘nature’, which did not contain hashtags that appeared particularly 
frequently, but contained many of them. The size of a supernode conveys an idea of the 
space that is taken by that thematic cluster in the dataset, and by extension in relation to 
#goodlife on Instagram. However, it is important to bear in mind that that space can be 
taken up in different ways. 
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Fig. 2: Plot of the 33 thematic clusters after merging into ‘supernodes’. 
Fig. 3: Plot of the relationships between the 33 thematic clusters of hashtags. 
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The relationships between the thematic clusters of hashtags are represented by the links 
(called ‘edges’) between the supernodes. As figure 3 shows, on a low-level, nearly all 
supernodes are connected. In fact, the network has a density of 0.98 . However, some 14
thematic clusters have stronger relationships than others. These are represented by thicker 
edges. For instance, the relationship between ‘motivation and hard work’ and ‘inspiration 
and dreams’ is much stronger than that between ‘nature' and ‘nightlife’. The strongest 
relationship in the sample is that between ‘motivation and hard work’ and ‘inspiration and 
dreams’, which has a weight of 101. The weakest relationships in the sample have a weight 
of 1. The high density of the network at a low level makes it difficult to distinguish between 
relationships that form a narrative pattern and those that are incidental. Hence, exploring 
narrative patterns requires a temporary filtering out of the weaker relationships. To this aim, I 
filtered out the weakest fifth of the relationships, leaving only those edges that have a 
weight greater than 20. 
Fig. 4: Plot of existing strong relationships (weight > 20) between the 33 thematic clusters of 
hashtags. 
 A complete graph has all possible edges and a network density of 1.14
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Figure 4 illustrates the strongest relationships in the network. There are two parallel sets of 
relationships, respectively represented by yellow and blue nodes. The nodes represented in 
green do not form any strong relationships. Additionally, two nodes that have relatively 
strong relationships to only one other node are represented in red. I discuss these later on, 
and first focus on the blue and yellow sets of relationships. 
Fig. 5: Screen capture of the weight of the strongest relationships in the sample. 
The nodes in the blue and yellow sets are highly inter-connected, suggesting that these 
themes regularly co-appear on Instagram posts. In fact, in the case of the yellow nodes, they 
are all inter-connected, forming a ‘clique’ . Referring back to the qualitative analysis 15
presented earlier, these nodes could be understood as loosely corresponding to the content 
theme that I termed ‘entrepreneurial spirit’. While some of the edges within that clique are 
the strongest of the sample (see figure 5) others are surprisingly weak in comparison to the 
 A clique is a subgroup of nodes in which are all directly connected to one another and no 15
additional node exists which is also connected to all nodes of the subgroup. 
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other edges of the clique. The different strengths of the relationships indicates that a core 
set of hashtags relating to ‘motivation and hard work’, ‘inspiration and dreams’, and 
‘business and entrepreneurship’ is alternatively associated with hashtags relating to 
‘education’, or hashtags relating to ‘success’. Notably, ‘motivation and hard work’ tends to 
be associated with ‘success’, while ‘inspiration and dreams’ and ‘business and 
entrepreneurship’ tend to be associated with ‘education’. 
Indubitably, these two patterns correspond to the different sets of hashtags related to 
entrepreneurship that are provided by Prilaga. The first set reinforces the meritocratic belief 
that hard work leads to success. The second set can be interpreted as positioning 
entrepreneurship as a dream accessible through education. Yet the comparably lower 
association between ‘education’ and ‘success’ (weight = 31) creates a pattern in which 
education becomes relatively dissociated from success. In fact, education has a stronger in-
cluster relationship (weight = 39), suggesting a certain insularity of the theme. A similar 
situation can be observed in the association between ‘business and entrepreneurship’ and 
‘success’ (weight = 29), which is the weakest relationship of the clique. The resulting two 
sets of hashtags may be indicative of different approaches to entrepreneurship or of 
different aspects of entrepreneurial endeavours. However, as mentioned earlier, few users 
who created posts that constituted the ‘entrepreneurial spirit’ content theme seemed to 
actually engage in entrepreneurial activities. The relative dissociations between these sets of 
hashtags may work in conjunction to preserve the shiny ideal of self-made entrepreneurship 
from the comparatively bleaker actual attempts to reach it. 
The second set of relationships that becomes salient when filtering out the weaker ones is 
that of the nodes coloured in blue. This set of relationships exhibits less inter-connectedness 
than the first one, testifying to a more diffuse use of hashtags. Indeed, the consistent use of 
the sets of tags provided by Prilaga solidifies relationships between themes to a much 
further extent than in cases where users select hashtags on their own. The solidification of 
these relationships  results in their functioning as a theme of their own, namely that of the 
‘entrepreneurial spirit’ that I presented earlier, even though they are ultimately separate 
components which could be reconfigured into different sets of relationships. For instance, 
‘inspiration and dreams’ could realistically be envisioned in association with ‘art’, ‘significant 
others’, or ‘nature’. This is an important observation as, cumulatively, the Prilaga sets of 
hashtags take up a large proportion of the discursive space. 
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I mentioned earlier that the hashtag #love (as 
opposed to the thematic cluster) was one of the 
most common ones of the sample before 
merging. It is also among the most connected 
hashtags, along with #happy, #instagood, and 
#lifestyle (see figure 6). Note that #motivation, 
#success, and #inspiration are also relatively 
high in the connectedness table. However, as 
f igure 4 shows, their connections are 
predominantly to hashtags that fall within a few 
t h e m a t i c c l u s t e r s ( b u s i n e s s a n d 
entrepreneurship, inspiration and dreams, 
success, motivation and hard work, education). 
On the other hand, the relationships of #happy, 
#instagood, and #lifestyle follow less consistent 
patterns, to the extent that the clusters 
‘instagram and blogging’ (#instagood) and 
‘happiness’ (#happy) do not have any strong 
relationships at all.  
The lack of a consistent vocabulary results in a situation where themes such as happiness or 
love lose ground to business and entrepreneurship on the discursive field of the ‘good life’. 
In a paper on narrative change, Waddock (2018) uses the concept of ‘meme’ introduced by 
Dawkins to explain a similar phenomenon. Memes are ‘a resonant set of core words, values, 
phrases, and ideas’ (Waddock, 2018: 17) on which narratives are based. The use of 
consistent memes makes it easier to broadcast particular narratives as they tend to be easily 
recognised, and hence, more easily picked up upon. Waddock argues that although people 
interpret memes in different ways, using a set of core memes repeatedly and consistently 
has a greater influence on attitudes, beliefs, practices, and behaviours, than the use of 
diffuse sets of memes. Without pushing the analogy to memetics any further, the logic of 
Waddock’s argument can be extended to make sense of the impact of the sets of hashtags 
generated by Prilaga. Hashtags that consistently appear together carve out a space: by 
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Fig.6: Screen capture of the degree of 
connectedness of the most connected 
hashtags before merging.
searching for any one of them, users access all the other posts that have used them. This 
way, the posts take up more space in relation to more hashtags. 
Table 3: Table of the 10 strongest relationships of #lifestyle, #travel, and #photography 
before merging. 
Despite this loss of ground, the blue nodes in figure 4 do display some strong relationships. 
As they do not primarily result from sets of hashtags generated by a third-party application, 
these relationships could, to some extent, be considered to be more organic and genuine 
than the ones between the yellow nodes. Two cliques are notably present: one formed of 
‘love’, ‘lifestyle’, and ‘positive qualifiers’; another formed of ‘love’, ‘travel’, ‘photography’, 
and ‘positive qualifiers’. The first one of these two cliques does not seem to correspond to 
any of the content themes described earlier. Indeed, the hashtags in that thematic cluster 
have strong relationships with a variety of other themes. Table 2 shows that #lifestyle 
presents strong connections with ‘instagram and blogging’ (#instagood), ‘love’ (#love), 
’motivation and hard work’ (#motivation), ‘lifestyle’ (#life), ‘success’ (#success), ‘luxury and 
wealth’ (#luxury), ‘happiness’ (#happy), ‘inspiration and dreams’ (#inspiration), ‘fitness and 
physical health’ (#fitness), and ‘business and entrepreneurship’ (#business). Hence, the kind 
of lifestyle that a post may be referring to varies, although note that the strong inter-
connections to the Prilaga sets of tags drastically reduces that field.  
The relationships of #travel on the other hand, are less diffuse. Particularly, #travel has 
strong relationships to more hashtags that fall within specific thematic clusters than #lifestyle 
#lifestyle #travel #photography
#instagood (64) #travelgram (47) #instagood (55)
#love (52) #photography (44) #travel (44)
#motivation (47) #instagood (43) #photooftheday (42)
#life (34) #beautiful (38) #love (30)
#success (31) #photooftheday (36) #picoftheday (28)
#luxury (30) #instatravel (36) #instagram (26)
#happy (30) #picoftheday (35) #nature (25)
#inspiration (26) #love (32) #beautiful (21)
#fitness (26) #instadaily (30) #instadaily (19)
#business (22) #instapic (28) #instapic (19)
!218
does: ‘travel’ (#travelgram, #instatravel), ‘photography’ (#photography, #photooftheday, 
#picoftheday, #instapic), ‘instagram and blogging’ (#instagood, #instadaily), ‘positive 
qualifiers’ (#beautiful), and ‘love’ (#love). A similar situation can be observed with 
#photography: ‘instagram and blogging’ (#instagood, #instagram, #instadaily), 
‘travel’ (#travel), ‘photography’ (#photooftheday, #picoftheday, #instapic), ‘love’ (#love), 
‘nature’ (#nature), and ‘positive qualifiers’ (#beautiful). Both #travel and #photography 
connect to fewer clusters but sustain more connections with the clusters that they do 
connect with. This is a pattern similar to that observed in relation to the Prilaga sets of 
hashtags, albeit of a lesser magnitude. The clusters ‘travel’ and ‘photography’ notably have 
a strong relationship to each other. This echoes Sontag’s (1979: 397) analysis: ‘photography 
develops in tandem with one of the most characteristic modern activities: tourism […] It 
seems positively unnatural to travel for pleasure without taking a camera along’. Here, 
Instagram users reproduce and reinforce the narrative set in motion by Kodak in the 20th 
century (Chalfen, 1987), but the iPhone has replaced the old Eastman Kodak and the packs 
of Kodachrome. The clique formed by ‘travel’, ‘love’, ‘photography’, and ‘positive qualifiers’ 
could be correlated with the ‘travel’ content theme that I presented earlier.  
There are three other relationships that can be seen in figure 4. These relationships do not 
form any cliques, but are worth mentioning nonetheless. The first one is between ‘love’ and 
‘fashion’ (weight = 23), the second is the one between ‘love’ and ‘self descriptors’ (weight = 
21), and the last one is the one between ‘love’ and ‘success’ (weight = 28). Here, it is not so 
much the relationships themselves that are of interest, but their respective strengths in 
comparison with, for instance ‘love’ and ‘nature’ (weight = 3), or ‘love’ and ‘significant 
others’ (weight = 4). In fact, the later relationships have a similar strength to that between 
‘love’ and ‘watches’ (weight = 4) and ‘love’ and ‘luxury and wealth’ (weight = 4). In the cases 
of ‘fashion’ and ‘significant others’, the differing strengths of the relationships to ‘love’ may 
be partly due to differing cluster sizes (cluster weight = 456 and 150 respectively). In the rest 
of the cases however, there is no obvious correlation between cluster size and relationship 
strength, as ‘self descriptors’ and ‘success’ weight significantly lower than ‘nature’ and 
‘luxury and wealth’. While this does not mean that Instagram users do not actually love 
nature or luxury, it indicates particular narrative patterns that take shape on the platform.  
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Fig. 7: Plot of all but the weakest relationships (edge weight  > 9) between thematic clusters 
of hashtags. 
Having established that strong relationships help themes gain visibility by creating narrative 
patterns, I now explore which themes fail to establish any strong relationships at all. Figure 7 
shows a plot displaying all but the weakest relationships. It appears that, among others, 
‘mindfulness and mental health’, ‘nature’, ‘outdoors activities’, ‘art’, ’relaxation and leisure’, 
‘spirituality’, and ‘happiness’ are isolates . These thematic clusters all provide aspects of 16
living well that have a potential to be sustainable. While they are presented as important 
aspects of a good life, they are overshadowed - although not entirely eclipsed - by other 
themes. Of course, ‘happiness’ and ‘nature’ succeed in acquiring a certain level of visibility 
based on their sheer size (and so does ‘luxury and wealth’). But smaller clusters must be 
woven into consistent patterns to remain visible on a large scale. Indeed, both 
‘success’ (weight = 212) and ‘education’ (weight = 221) have cluster sizes similar to 
‘art’ (weight = 189) and ‘mindfulness and mental health’ (weight = 257) but their strong 
relationships with other thematic clusters ensures their visibility.  
 An ‘isolate’ is a node that does not have any connections.16
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Ultimately, thematic clusters such as ‘art’, or ‘mindfulness and mental health’, may have 
strong relationships to clusters that are not captured in this sample, and their relative 
invisibility in this sample must be treated with a word of caution in that regard. It is possible 
that, on the scale of Instagram, both ‘art’ and ‘mindfulness and mental health’ could be 
large thematic clusters and/or sustain strong relationships. However, in this specific sample, 
which only captured posts related to #goodlife, these two clusters occupied a small 
proportion of the discursive space. Analysing them showed that, as a general rule, small 
clusters that fail to establish strong relationships tend to be somewhat less visible than those 
that sustain strong relationships.  
Conclusion. 
This chapter presented a descriptive account of the work that I carried out in relation to 
Instagram posts. It started with an introduction to the kind of social media that Instagram is, 
and provided a description of the methodology used specifically in relation to the analysis 
presented in this chapter. Then, it gave an overview of the findings from the thematic 
analysis of a subsample of 200 posts, before presenting the findings from the network 
analysis of the relationships between thematic clusters of hashtags. The thematic analysis 
covered 8 themes that were recurrent in the subsample of posts. These were: appreciating/
making art, food and drinks, physical activities, luxury items and experiences, 
entrepreneurial spirit, self, significant others, and travel. The chapter signposted the 
different discourses and aesthetics used by users in reference to these themes. The network 
analysis focused on 33 thematic clusters of hashtags that appeared in the 793 posts. It 
explored the narrative patterns that are formed through tagging and established that some 
thematic clusters were more visible than others. In the process, it explored the mechanisms 
that enable thematic clusters to gain or lose visibility. A notable point of this analysis was 
that the visibility of some particular themes (e.g. business and entrepreneurship) was 
ensured by the externally imposed Prilaga set of hashtags, rather than through organic 
processes of hashtag use. In this chapter, I started with an exploration of particular instances 
of good life narratives (narratives-as-performances) through the presentation of different 
content themes and progressively moved towards narratives-as-entities in the discussion of 
narrative patterns in the network analysis. The next chapter brings the two types of analysis 
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together, provides an interpretative account of the good life narratives that were available 
on the platform, and explores their respective potential for providing sustainable visions of 
the good life. 
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CHAPTER 8: Good life narratives on Instagram and how they might 
matter. 
Introduction. 
This is the second on two chapters that are focused on the findings from the Instagram 
study. The first one, chapter 7, presented a descriptive account of the findings and laid 
down the buildings blocks of good life narratives. The purpose of this second chapter, 
chapter 8, is to weave together the insights that were introduced earlier, as well as to 
consider the implications of Instagram good life narratives for sustainable futures. I first 
introduce three good life narratives that can be found on the platform and consider them as 
candidates for delivering sustainable ways of living. Then, I present the different 
mechanisms at play in establishing good life narratives on the platform, before turning to 
the purpose of Instagram posts. Finally, I consider the implications of Instagram good life 
narratives by placing the platform in a wider context.  
Good life narratives: three possible understandings of the good life on 
Instagram. 
The previous chapter has presented a descriptive account of the data collected as part of 
the Instagram study and provided detailed discussions of the thematic analysis and of the 
network analysis. The focus was mostly on particular instances of good life narratives. In this 
chapter, I join the insights from both analyses and turn towards good life narratives as 
entities to present three possible understandings of the good life that circulate on 
Instagram: the good life narrative of the self-made millionaire entrepreneur, the good life 
narrative of the glamorous world-traveller, and the good life narrative of shared experiences. 
I first introduce each narrative and consider their potentials for delivering sustainable 
futures. Then, I highlight the user behaviours that contribute to establishing, amending, and 
rejecting narratives on the platform. 
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Three narratives of the good life on Instagram 
This section outlines each narrative in turn, before pointing out some common pitfalls in 
relation to their potentials to deliver sustainable futures. 
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Fig.1: Plot of the all but the weakest relationships between the 33 thematic clusters of 
hashtags. 
The good life of the self-made millionaire entrepreneur. 
The first good life narrative appears in relation to the content themes of physical activities, 
luxury and wealth, entrepreneurial spirit, and self. I have already suggested that the content 
theme of entrepreneurial spirit was broadly represented by the yellow nodes clique, formed 
by ‘business and entrepreneurship’, ‘motivation and hard work’, ‘inspiration and dreams’, 
‘success’, and ‘education’. However, the thematic clusters of hashtags obviously related to 
self (‘self descriptors’), luxury and wealth (‘luxury and wealth’) and physical activities (‘fitness 
and physical health’) have only weak relationships to each other and to that clique. Each of 
these content themes builds relationships to the content theme of entrepreneurial spirit. 
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However, these relationships do not necessarily depend on the co-appearance of hashtags 
but can be enacted through use of particular aesthetics, image contents, or discourses.  
In the description of the content theme of entrepreneurial spirit, wealth and luxury clearly 
played a role. This was evident in the images that users posted as the backgrounds to their 
quotes. By using pictures of fiction characters such as Tony Stark, Tony Montana, or 
Leonardo Di Caprio’s interpretation of Jordan Belfort in The Wolf of Wall Street, as well as 
those of successful real-life entrepreneurs such as Elon Musk, the users established a link 
between entrepreneurship and wealth. These are all characters that either became wealthy 
through their entrepreneurial endeavours (Tony Montana, Jordan Belfort, Elon Musk) or were 
already rich heirs (Tony Stark). Additionally, all these characters are known for the lavish 
lifestyles that they lead (in some cases, until arrest or death). This was further reinforced by 
the images of luxury objects that also appeared in these posts. Images of high-end fast cars 
are shared between the content themes of entrepreneurial spirit and that of luxury and 
wealth. In fact, many of the professional photographs that constitute the luxury and wealth 
content theme could easily be envisioned in an editorial issue on Musk’s lifestyle. The link is 
further reinforced by the emphasis on modernity, progress, and innovation in the luxury and 
wealth content theme, all of which are expected of an entrepreneur, as entrepreneurs are, 
by definition, those who are driving innovation. These parallels construct the entrepreneur 
as wealthy and living lavishly.  
I have argued that entrepreneurial spirit often called forth meritocratic ideals. This is visible 
in the archetype of the self-made man incarnated by Belfort, Musk, and Montana, as well as 
in the hashtags used in these posts (e.g. #nevergiveup, #motivated, #dailygrind, etc.). The 
meritocratic mindset is also evident in some of the posts that constituted the content theme 
of physical activities, as evidenced by the relationship between ‘motivation and hard work’ 
and ‘fitness and physical health’ in figure 1. In fact, these content themes (entrepreneurial 
spirit and physical activities) shared a non-negligible number of hashtags. Hence the belief 
that hard work will be recompensed by good results is shared between the content theme 
of entrepreneurial spirit and a particular version of the content theme of physical activities. 
Evidently, many people may believe that hard work pays off, in many different areas of life. 
What is important here is the consistent presentation of this belief in Instagram posts. The 
entrepreneur is someone who works hard in his entrepreneurial endeavours, and on his 
physique. This is further visible in the body types of the people presented as the 
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background to quotes in the entrepreneurial spirit content theme. The images chosen are 
those where the characters appear fit. While the choice of images representing Di Caprio’s 
Belfort, Montana, and Stark are limited, this is particularly salient in relation to Elon Musk, as 
a set of particularly curated images of him (in which he looks fit and muscular) appear as a 
background to these quotes. 
Ultimately the links drawn between these different themes contribute to building an idea of 
the kind of person that would lead this good life. It is clear that, thus far, this version of the 
good life is linked with characteristics that are traditionally masculine. The chosen 
inspirational characters are also all men, reinforcing the traditional image of the 
entrepreneur. In the content theme termed self, I have argued that men tended to favour 
self-descriptions that presented them either in terms of traditionally masculine features (e.g. 
#beard, #biceps, #triceps, etc.) or mental characteristics linked to achievement (e.g. 
#motivated, #successmindset, #goaldigger, etc.). These are both congruent with the picture 
of the entrepreneur that I have painted so far. The self, both in relation to its fitness or to its 
entrepreneurial endeavours, is seen as a work in progress. In fact, there seems to be an 
imperative to work on these two aspects of the self. The self, who was presented as a 
‘marketable subject’ whose best qualities should be sought out and showcased (O’Flynn & 
Bendix Petersen, 2007: 466), was sometimes talked about in business-like terms. As one 
quote referring to the self stated: ‘Know your worth. Then add tax’. The need to strive 
towards continuous improvement in physical fitness and in entrepreneurship is reinforced by 
the meritocratic mindset that permeates many of these posts.  
It is notable that most of the posts that referred to the entrepreneurial spirit and to fitness in 
such ways were also posted by men. While women contributed to these content themes and 
sometimes used shared hashtags, they also tended to emphasise their femininity and 
breaching of a typically male sphere. Hence, this version of the good life, that of the (self-
made) billionaire successful entrepreneur leading a lavish lifestyle, seems to be one that is 
perpetuated by men rather than women. Given the little information that can be found on 
what kind of entrepreneurial activities these users lead, this good life may be more 
aspirational than actual. This could also explain the high proportion of quotes and borrowed 
images in relation to business and entrepreneurship. As Rosenblum (1978) explains, stylistic 
conventions are shaped by economic, technical, political, and social constraints. Style, she 
says, is not exclusively a product of an autonomous set of shared understandings, but at 
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least partly determined by social organisation. As users, for the most part, cannot share 
pictures of themselves, they share borrowed pictures or quotes. But for some, the 
aspirations seem to have such a strong hold that they are preyed on by other users, 
masquerading as traders to lure users into binary options trading schemes that are rigged 
against them (see for example the fascinating The Guardian piece by Symeon Brown, 2018). 
Fig. 2: Two posts representative of the good life narrative of the affluent entrepreneur. 
The chances for this good life narrative to deliver a sustainable future are rather bleak. The 
environmental impacts of the lavish lifestyle that comes with the figure of the successful 
entrepreneur are obvious in terms of their high material throughput. But the narrative is also 
problematic on social bases. While on the surface, meritocracy appears a fair system where 
success is obtained from hard work and merit, it has also been described as an ideological 
weapon at the service of the neoliberal elite (Littler, 2013). Neoliberal meritocracy has 
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individualised failure and advertisements have saturated the attention economy with images 
of ordinary people climbing the ladder of success as contemporary ‘parables of 
progress’ (Littler, 2013: 59). Arguably, Instagram posts that fetishise particular 
entrepreneurial figures and their lifestyle contribute to this process. Meanwhile, social and 
economic inequalities have been growing in wealthy nations (Keeley, 2015), and faux-traders 
seem to be taking advantage of that gap between ideals and realities.  
The good life of the glamorous world-traveller.  
The second narrative appears in relation to the content themes of food, travel, self, and 
significant others. I have suggested that the clique formed of the thematic clusters of ‘love’, 
‘travel’, ‘photography’, and ‘positive qualifiers’ could be equated with at least some of the 
posts that constituted the travel content theme. Here I am specifically referring to the posts 
that used photographs that corresponded to designed photography, particularly to the sub-
genre that I termed ‘travel photography’, as well as to the posts that used casual 
photographs that borrowed some of these codes. Here again, while the relationships of the 
clique are strongly established through hashtags, the hashtag-based links between the 
content themes of ‘food’, ‘self descriptors’ and ‘significant others’ to the content theme of 
travel (the clique referred to above) and to each other are rather weak (Figure 1). Yet each of 
these themes can be related to the content theme of travel in ways that do not solely rely on 
the co-appearance of hashtags in Instagram posts.  
I have argued earlier that some of the photographs constituting the content theme of travel 
had a particular visual aesthetic that I termed ‘travel photography’. There are interesting 
parallels that run between these types of photographs and some photographs in the 
content theme of food. Like the photographs using the ‘travel photography’ aesthetic, some 
designed photographs in the content theme of food displayed users who were seemingly 
unconscious of being photographed. Parallels can be drawn between the traveller turning 
away from the camera to gaze into the beautiful landscape and the user’s aesthetic 
consumption of food, particularly in cases where the user’s consumption is not depicted 
from a point-of-view shot. In fact, both content themes shared photographs, as users often 
consumed food in the context of travel. Photographs of a young woman, sitting in front of a 
table of aesthetically arranged food, holding a cup of coffee, and turning away to admire 
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the view are an archetype of that theme. But food also relates to travel in the ways in which 
place is conceptualised in both themes. I have argued that many of the photographs in the 
travel content theme referred to ‘nature’ as a paradise. It was however, a very particular type 
of paradise, one of eternally blue skies and pristine beaches and landscapes: a perfect 
backdrop for the user’s activities. This is reminiscent of the photographs of food taken on 
the backdrop of a beautiful landscape (or cityscape).  
Of course, this understanding of paradise must be understood in the context of the daily life 
of a typical Western user. Feeling increasingly harried - harassed and hurried - to complete 
daily tasks within given deadlines (Southerton, 2003), regardless of whether or not they 
substantively lack time, people resort to squeezing tasks within ‘hot spots’ to free up ‘cold 
spots’ in which they can enjoy themselves. Holidays constitute a break from work and are 
typically a time of exception. In this context, the appeal of calm and pristine landscapes, 
delicious food, and the promise of the absence of hurry can easily be understood as 
paradise. However, the depiction of these activities and their framing as ‘paradise’ on 
Instagram also contributes to epitomising travel as a fundamental component of the good 
life. 
On the level of hashtags, the link between this approach to travel and an understanding of 
the self is already implied through a non-negligible link between one of the thematic 
clusters forming the travel clique (‘love’) and the thematic cluster of ‘self descriptors’, and a 
lesser link between ‘photography’ and ‘self descriptors’ (see figure 1). In the section on the 
content theme of the self I have argued that some understandings of the self put forward 
descriptions of the self in physical and mental terms. I have already mentioned these in 
relation to the good life of the entrepreneur who typically embodies a masculine ideal, but 
these descriptions are also done by women. In these cases, they typically highlight 
traditionally feminine qualities of beauty. These features are also extensively present in travel 
photography, as well as in the particular understanding of food that I have presented above. 
The subject of these photographs is typically a traditionally beautiful young woman who is 
positively ‘transformed’ through her travelling experiences and encounters with other 
cultures. She is fashionable, and, while money is never mentioned, implicitly well-off.  
These pictures, sometimes taken with the help of an ‘Instagram husband’, represent the self 
in the best light. Often, as I have noted, the young woman does not look at the camera. 
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Without reiterating the fatigued discussion of the authenticity of Instagram posts (Holowka, 
2018; Manovich, 2017), I argue that this particular genre of photographs results in a similarly 
candid shot in which the life of the user is staged in a curated mise-en-scène of beautiful 
backgrounds and delicious foods. To this mise-en-scène are sometimes added significant 
others. Without doubting the love that users may have for their significant others, their 
appearance in such photographs runs the risk of positioning them as accessories to the 
persona of the user through the staging of their relationships. Although rare in this sample, 
this attitude to significant others is also notable in relation to posts that are focused on the 
self but in which the user makes reference to the status acquired through a relationship to a 
significant other.  
I have argued that these pictures often depict young women, and they are also mostly 
posted by young women. Contrary to the good life of the entrepreneur, this version of the 
good life seems to be, at least to some extent, accessible to Instagram users, as many 
pictures are posted by personal accounts and depict the user. Additionally, photographs are 
less centred on material goods and seem to favour experiences instead (to which a certain 
amount of particular material goods, such as fashionable clothes and aesthetically pleasing 
foods, are often necessary). Theoretically, the promotion of experience over material wealth 
has the potential to be a sustainable approach to what living well could mean (Wallman, 
2013). However, the realisation of this potential is unlikely in this case. As increasingly more 
posts depict sunny vacations in Bali or the Caribbeans, exotic travel becomes perceived as 
an experience that should be accessible to everyone, a right rather than a luxury. Yet, only a 
small portion of the world population can afford holidays in faraway lands. Additionally, if 
the typical figure of the good life narrative of the glamorous world-traveller is the 
traditionally beautiful young woman, many people who do not correspond to these 
characteristics are barred from taking part. 
From an environmental perspective, the increase of air travel could potentially be disastrous 
as planes tend to emit higher levels of greenhouse gases per passenger miles than most 
other forms of transportation, and require carbon-intensive maintenance and fuelling. 
Experientialism acts as a smokescreen: although promising potentials of low-material 
intensity and social democracy, the epitomisation of faraway travel as the ultimate life 
experience makes it a complementary approach to the materialistic consumer dream. But 
this narrative is also problematic in relation to its understanding of place. Conceptualising 
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places that correspond to particular characteristics as paradises that we ‘love’ runs the risk of 
obscuring our dependency on places of economic and ecological support that fall short of 
meeting these criteria (Plumwood, 2008). These are often damaged through the 
establishment and maintenance of such touristic paradise places. Tourist enclaves in Third 
World countries may provide some support to their economies, but they also contribute to 
the destruction of local habitats, and obscure the living conditions of the locals. Instagram 
tourism photographs have previously been associated with colonial discourses (Smith, 
2018), and while this is unlikely to characterise all Instagram images of travel (Smith only 
analyses a specific subset of those), it further reinforces the problematic aspects of some 
photographic and touristic engagements with places of ‘paradise’.  
The good life narrative of shared experience. 
This last narrative manifests in relation to the content themes of self, creative activities, 
physical activities, food, and significant others. In this case, the aspects of the content theme 
of physical activities are better represented by the thematic cluster ‘outdoors activities’ than 
‘fitness and physical health’, which came into play in the good life narrative of the 
entrepreneur. The links here, are much more tenuous, perhaps because they have not been 
established through the use of a shared vocabulary (e.g. hashtags) or photographic 
aesthetic.  
Figure 1 shows that none of the thematic clusters that could correspond to these themes are 
related to each other, even on a low level. In fact, as I have already argued, in this sample at 
least these themes seem to fail to make any strong connections through hashtag use, 
limiting their visibility on a large scale. While many of the photographs that correspond to 
the approaches to the themes that I have mentioned share the characteristics of casual 
photography, these can seldom be singled out as an aesthetic specific to this narrative on 
the basis of which links could be built. Indeed, casual photography could be argued to be 
characteristic of most contemporary photography (Chalfen, 1987; Manovich, 2017). 
However, some tentative links can be established based on the attitudes that are promoted 
by these posts. Indeed, they may be approached through reference to Soper’s alternative 
hedonism (2007). Without necessarily openly opposing mainstream ideas of the good life or 
openly promoting sustainable living, these posts seem to refer to alternative ideas of what 
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living well could mean. The posts that fall into this category suggest understandings of self, 
significants others, creative activities, physical activities, and food, that differ from those 
suggested by the two narratives introduced earlier. Here I take the interpretative liberty to 
weave these understandings together into a consistent narrative and speculate on its 
potential for delivering sustainable futures. 
Starting with the conception of the self that this narrative necessitates, I turn to the last type 
of relationship to the self that I presented in the section on the content theme of the self. I 
argued that a minority of posts related to the self focused on what the user was doing (e.g. 
hiking, walking, relaxing, etc.) and on how these activities made the user feel (e.g. good, 
happy, joyful, etc.). These typically only referred to the user’s feelings in the captions and 
hashtags rather than to any personality or bodily characteristics. As only mental states are 
invoked, this relationship to self could easily be interpreted as a dualistic understanding of 
the self, one in which mind is distinct from body. However, nothing in the exclusive mention 
of mental states necessarily implies a mind-body dualism. In fact, the emphasis on ‘doing’ 
through the mention of various activities would suggest an embodied self, rather than a 
detached observer. This would be a self whose being-in-the-world is felt and whose feelings 
emerge in situ through the engagement with the world. Indeed, non-dualistic frameworks 
break with the long-established Cartesian distinction between body and mind in which 
humans are seen to be rulers of nature by the power of their detached and objective 
consciousness (Hamilton, 2002). Ultimately, it is impossible to infer where the users stand on 
the question of mind-body dualism from these posts. The non-dualistic reading would be 
more favourable to a sustainable good life narrative, however here conclusions can only be 
tentative. 
There is another aspect of these posts, however, that contributes to a potentially sustainable 
understanding of living well. It is the decentralisation of the essential physical and mental 
attributes for a focus on feelings. This shift in focus also shifts the availability of the narrative 
to those few people who correspond to favoured particular characteristics of beauty or 
personality to basically everyone. It is however notable that the emphasis on states of mind 
on Instagram does not necessarily widen the pool of possible acceptable ways of being, as 
the depiction of negative feelings, or even neutral feelings, is still typically frowned upon 
(Holowka, 2018). Yet, this shift has the potential to decentralise the individual, particularly as 
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feelings are not only theoretically accessible to all, but could also be shared with others 
(Brinkmann, 2006).  
It is on this basis that I link both physical activities, significant others, and art to this 
conception of the self. I have already broached the topic of physical activities, as the self 
was often conceptualised in relation to how doing something made the user feel. Users who 
referred to their physical activities in such a way also seemed to value these activities for 
enabling them to spend quality time with significant others or by themselves. A similar 
approach can be observed in the case of the engagement in or appreciation of creative 
activities. In these posts, the state of mind of the user, as a result of engagement or 
appreciation, was also emphasised. Both art and physical activities are potential ways to 
share experiences with others. In this context, significant others are celebrated for 
themselves and for the enjoyment that they bring to shared activities, rather than for the 
status that the user derives from them. This approach to significant others was taken up by 
most posts in this content theme. While in this sample users did not create art with others, 
they actively sought to engage an audience. Of course, an artist’s status is increased through 
the valorisation of her/his work, and pleas for the audience to appreciate one’s art can be 
understood as manifestations of narcissism. But it can also be seen as the manifestation of 
the changing expectations of an artist’s work that result in increased pressure on artists to 
engage viewers on social media (Morris, 2014).  
The last link that needs highlighting is that with food, and notably a particular understanding 
of place that was conveyed in this theme. While the good life narrative of the glamorous 
world traveller invoked an understanding of place as a backdrop, in this narrative place is 
understood as the ‘root’ of food. Understanding place as the origin of sustenance, and by 
extension the origin of life, enables a consideration of the interconnectedness of humans 
with their environment. This is congruent with the non-dualistic understanding of the person 
that I presented earlier. The link between the separation of body and mind and that of 
nature and culture is commonplace in many eco-feminist accounts of the domination both 
on women and on the environment. While there are multiple declensions of eco-feminism, 
all agree that modern Western culture conceives the human essence as immanent in the 
mind or spirit, rather than the body (Plumwood, 2004). It is on this basis that humans can 
construct culture and themselves outside nature: ‘not conceived ecologically as part of a 
system of exchange of nutrition and never available as food, for example, to other 
!233
animals’ (Plumwood, 2004: 53). Without debating the different eco-feminist opinions on 
women’s inherent link to nature, it is easy to understand how understanding the self in non-
dualistic ways can lead to a realisation of one’s inter-dependence with others in the 
ecological system.  
There are obvious environmental benefits from this understanding of place. Additionally, 
social benefits can be derived from a shared engagement in and enjoyment of activities that 
have a potential to be sustainable, whether they are physical or creative activities. Crucially, 
posts that partook in this narrative were created both by men and women, and depicted 
both men and women. It is notable that there are other themes that seem to emerge in the 
network analysis but that were not represented by posts selected for qualitative analysis that 
could contribute to this conception of living well. This is for instance the case of ‘spirituality’, 
but could also, depending on the interpretations, be extended to ‘drugs’, as judging by the 
hashtags, this thematic cluster was mostly composed of posts referring to shisha and 
marijuana, both of which are usually shared with others. 
  
Fig. 3: Two posts representative of the narrative of the good life as shared experience 
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It is notable that spending time with significant others, engaging in creative endeavours, 
and physical activities have all been highlighted as activities that have the potential to be 
both low environmental impact and high-flow (Isham et al., 2019). Flow is understood as ‘an 
optimal experience of total engagement with an activity’ (Isham et al., 2019: 434) and is 
described to be an enjoyable experience. Individuals are more likely to experience flow in 
activities that demand large investments of psychic energy. Isham et al. (2019) identify five 
routes to low environmental impact and high-flow activities: positive romantic relationships, 
religious or spiritual thinking, creative activities, sports and physical exercise, focusing on 
others. These routes seem congruent with the different themes presented here. It is 
necessary however to reiterate that the links that I have drawn here are mostly tentative and 
describe a potential unified narrative on the basis of multiple congruent attitudes and 
conceptualisations. 
Common pitfalls across all narratives.  
While the last narrative that I introduced clearly has the most potential to deliver sustainable 
futures, two aspects of Instagram posts could potentially be problematic with regards to 
long-term sustainability.  
A common feature of nearly all posts, regardless of their theme or of the narrative, was their 
present temporality. This present-centredness was expressed both in captions and hashtags. 
Hashtags such as #photooftheday, #today, #instadaily, and so on were present on all types 
of posts. Other hashtags made reference to specific days of the week or times of the day, 
such as #breakfasttime, or #goodmorning, as well as #weekend. When present, captions 
were also regularly written in a present tense, such as ‘Wednesdays are for shopping’, or 
described events as if they were unfolding, such as ‘Enjoying good times with dog name’. 
Some captions were written in a past tense, such as ‘We went for a walk yesterday just a 
couple minutes from the house and it’s beautiful here’, but the juxtaposition of these 
captions next to photographs of users engaging in that activity gave the impression that it 
really had just happened. Additionally, some images, particularly those corresponding to 
designed photography, tended to capture seemingly unaware users taking part in fleeting 
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moments of everyday life. While an orientation towards the present moment and an 
appreciation of these moments has the potential to be a sustainable approach to living well, 
the extent to which it enables talking about distant futures is questionable. The present-
centredness of the platform could be a barrier for discourses of long-term sustainability, 
which could, in part, explain their absence here (please see Loukianov et al., 2019 for a 
discussion).  
For all the time that humans spend working, there were surprisingly few considerations of 
work in this sample. Instagram posts that constituted the entrepreneurial spirit content 
theme were, for the most, directed towards the financial benefits of entrepreneurship rather 
than the enjoyment, or collective benefits that entrepreneurship could bring. Here, 
entrepreneurship seemed to be the highway to the land of Cokaygne - a place of no work 
and many hedonistic pleasures (Mair et al., 2018). Two posts only considered 
entrepreneurship both as a means to earn a living and as an enjoyable endeavour that was 
beneficial to people other than themselves. In this sample, work, ostensibly, was not part of 
the good life. This relative absence of work may derive from the photographic conventions 
set in earlier photo-albums. Indeed, Chalfen (1987) explains that, looking through family 
albums, it would seem that people did not go to work at all. They collected photos of their 
families, houses, cars, leisures, but work was rarely ever depicted. In that sense, it could be 
expected that entrepreneurial and self-employed work is the first to appear on the platform, 
as the success of this category of work depends on public engagement. The necessity to 
promote one’s entrepreneurial endeavour has enabled entrepreneurs and self-employed 
workers to overlook the established photographic conventions. But other types of work have 
not found their way onto the platform yet, and some of these salaried jobs, care work 
notably, are all important for living well sustainably (Jackson, 2017). 
Establishing common narratives: rejecting, validation, and amending discourses. 
Having presented three different possible understandings of the good life and considered 
some of the barriers which may stand in the way of sustainable futures, I now turn to the 
ways in which common narratives were established. In my description of the results from the 
network analysis, I have already argued that some thematic clusters failed to build narrative 
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patterns and hence lost visibility in relation to other themes. Keeping this point in mind, I 
now look at the user behaviours that may have contributed to this phenomenon.  
Common ideas about what living well means are validated or rejected through specific 
mechanisms on the social media platform. These mechanisms are dependent on what Casey 
(2007) calls the ‘glance’. Casey defines the glance is an alternative and complementary 
vision to that of the gaze. The glance is an integral part of how we come to know the world. 
Contrary to the gaze, it is fleeting, mobile, and wide-reaching. In glancing, we are all agents, 
although not necessarily equals. Zulli (2017) extends Casey’s theory of the glance to the type 
of viewing that is prevalent on Instagram and highlights its place in the attention economy. 
The glance is becoming a dominant way of engaging with online content. This is particularly 
significant as the glance theoretically enables all users to glance and be glanced at, thus 
engaging them in an ongoing semiotic conversation. Although some users are more popular 
than others, reciprocity is possible as the platform emphasises looking and being looked at, 
theoretically enabling anyone to make it to ‘top’ .  17
Instagram users are known to undertake measures to increase the visibility of their posts 
(Zulli, 2017). Posting at particular times, using specific hashtags, and engaging their 
audience are some of the ways in which users maximise their visibility. In this sample, many 
users showed that they were well aware that their posts were public and were going to be 
viewed by others. Some used specific hashtags to invite other users to engage with their 
content (i.e. #followme) or made use of visibility maximising applications such as Prilaga that 
provided popular hashtags. Others asked questions to an imagined audience, inviting them 
to look, comment, and engage with the posts (i.e. ‘But are your cornflakes organic though?’ 
or ‘What is your favourite song by cult band @acdc?’).  
Validation occurred through a set of specific interactional routines. Peters and Boggs (1986: 
81) define an interactional routine as a ‘sequence of exchanges in which one’s speaker 
utterance […] calls forth one of a limited set of responses by one or more other participants’. 
While the authors originally referred to face-to-face interaction, this logic can be extended 
to users’ behaviour online. Interactional routines embody participation structures which 
specify possible reactions to a given utterance. Their more or less fixed mini-scripts 
 While theoretically, the grammatically correct phrasing would be ‘make it to the top’, here ‘top’ is 17
a specific section of Instagram posts that perform the best. ‘Make it to top’ is a set phrase among 
Instagram users. 
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contribute to validating narratives of the good life. The most common forms of validation 
included likes and admiring comments. The mere act of posting on Instagram is already an 
invitation to be ‘liked’, but, as explained above, this is further reinforced by the use of 
particular visibility mechanisms. 
Comments on posts were overwhelmingly positive, but often very short. Validation 
comments typically included variants of the heart emojis or short sentences (i.e. ‘Nice!’, 
‘You’re so beautiful!’, ‘Beautiful shot!’). Few comments were specific to a given post and 
most were instead generic positive qualifiers that could be applied to nearly any post. This 
suggests that users seldom engage with posts in depth, and the validation of narratives that 
results from this engagement cannot be taken to be representative of users’ beliefs. Rather, 
comments and likes seem to be used as currency, as is implied by the use of hashtags such 
as #likeforlike or #commentforcomment as well as by the comments on a post that invite the 
poster to reciprocate and ‘have a look’ at the commentator’s profile (i.e. ‘Cool post! Mind 
checking out my profile?’). Additionally, users are known to comment on popular content 
(for instance Kylie Jenner’s posts) to engage others to view their posts. Commenting ‘Like 
back’ or ‘L.B.’ on a celebrity’s post is a way to request other users who view the post to 
exchange likes. As an Instagram user, I have engaged in the experiment of liking the posts 
created by other users (unknown to me) for a few weeks. Invariably, users would honour the 
tacit agreement and reciprocate by liking a few of my posts.  
Strikingly, posts seemed to only attract positive comments, and rejection of a narrative was 
mostly suggested in failure to engage one’s audience rather than in negative comments. 
There is also no ‘dislike’ button on Instagram, which contributes to the perception of the 
platform as ‘friendly’. Yet, the seeming lack of negative feedback does not necessarily result 
in a supportive environment. A recent survey of the five most used social media platforms 
(YouTube, Twitter, Instagram, Snapchat, and Facebook) by the Royal Society for Public 
Health and the Youth Health Movement (2017) ranked Instagram as the worst social media 
network for mental health and wellbeing. It is possible that users delete or block negative 
comments from their posts. Additionally, negative feedback may come under the disguise of 
a joke. Instagram certainly is not unfamiliar with bullying, as the survey carried out by Ditch 
The Label (2017), an anti-bullying charity, shows. Bullying can also happen over Direct 
Messages or on private accounts. The point here is not to deny the widespread existence of 
bullying on Instagram and the extent to which it affects its recipients, but to highlight that in 
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this case and at the time of analysis, there were no negative comments on any of the posts 
that I analysed.  
The introduction of the new Instagram feed algorithm in 2016 has changed the order of 
priority in which posts are presented to users. Rather than presenting a reverse-
chronological cross-section of what the users one follows are posting, it now presents posts 
that are calculated to be the most compelling to us (based off of past user behaviour and 
popularity of content). I already mentioned in my introduction of Instagram that the change 
of algorithm means that users can get locked into situations where they only see particular 
types of posts, limiting their exposure to other narratives or content themes. However, this 
also means that to keep producing content that Instagram will consider ‘compelling’, some 
users have resorted to buying likes and comments. A simple online search will reveal 
multiple websites that offer the purchase of likes and comments starting from generic $5 
packages for comments and likes from bots (automatic accounts), to more expensive user-
tailored engagement from ‘real humans’. The purchase of likes and comments can 
sometimes be detected by looking through the profiles of the users who like and comment 
one’s post. Profiles that have few or no posts, have few or no followers, but follow a large 
quantity of people, could be bot accounts. While I suspect that some of the posts of the 
subsample had been liked and commented by bots, it is difficult to be sure.  
Ultimately, both of the consequences of the new algorithm further complicate the 
assessment of the validation of good life narratives. On average, the good life narrative of 
the successful entrepreneur and that of the glamorous world traveller had more posts with 
high counts of likes and users with higher follower counts. But simply looking at 
engagement on different posts runs the risk of returning a picture biased by the purchase of 
likes, followers, and comments. Looking at narratives that appear most often in posts may 
be a better assessment of the popularity of different good life narratives, although of 
course, it is important to bear in mind that what users post may be influenced by the posts 
that they are locked into seeing, themselves influenced to some extent by what type of 
content is popular.  
This brings us back to the conclusions from the network analysis: narrative patterns with 
strong relationships are more visible because they occupy more space on the network. 
Namely, they appear more often in posts. On the scale of the whole sample (793 posts), the 
!239
good life narrative of the successful entrepreneur was the most frequent one, followed by 
the good life narrative of the glamorous world traveller. Specifically, those particular aspects 
of the narratives that formed cliques were the most frequent ones, because as cliques, they 
occupied the most discursive space. The last good life narrative, as I suggested earlier, was 
a tentative weaving together of posts that seemed to promote alternative understandings in 
relation to particular topics. In this sample, this narrative did not have strong relationships 
between its different aspects, compromising its visibility.  
The purpose of Instagram posts: social conversations and creditable places.  
This section is an attempt to elucidate some of the reasons why users engage with 
Instagram to the extent that they do. In Miller’s (2010: 132) words ‘media is not only a means 
to another end. People value communication in its own right’. But communication in its own 
right also performs multiple functions. With the help of anthropological theory, existing 
research on social media, and anecdotal evidence gathered from blogs and articles, I 
elucidate some of these functions in this section, before placing Instagram into a wider 
context and considering the consequences for sustainable futures.  
A social conversation. 
What I have described so far leads to a puzzling situation in which users post photographs 
(or videos) that are much the same both aesthetically and thematically as those of other 
users, while simultaneously engaging in various mechanisms to distinguish their posts from 
those of others through the gain of likes, comments, and followers. Although the platform 
hosts a diversity of content (Redi et al., 2016), within each type there is a certain unity. 
Gaining recognition has such an important role on the platform that some users resort to 
buying it. But why? Users who post and engage with Instagram posts contribute to the 
(re)production and circulation of good life narratives. As such, the question of their use of 
Instagram is important for this thesis. 
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Instagram as a social conversation 
The aspects of Instagram that I have highlighted above recall Chalfen’s (1987) observations 
on the redundancy of snapshots in family albums and the regularity with which we used to 
be sat down by our friends or relatives to look through their family album or holiday 
photographs. While this does still happen, particularly when visiting older relatives, it seems 
that as increasingly more people sign up on Instagram and other platforms on which they 
can display their photographs, the number of times when we are offered to look through an 
album or a slide show has gone down. To my knowledge, there is no research that registers 
this phenomenon, but a flood of anecdotal evidence can be found on blogs and articles 
(see for instance Glenn, 2013; Llewellyn Smith, 2017; Mason, 2016). Instead of looking 
through photo albums we scroll through our Instagram feed. Following Rose (2010) and her 
discussion of family photography, I argue that understanding our use of Instagram requires 
an exploration of what Instagram posts do. As Miller (2016) points out, through our 
examination of visual content, on Instagram or elsewhere, we run the risk of forgetting that 
our research material - the posts - is just the tip of the iceberg. 
Instagram, and other social networking platforms, have previously been associated with 
individualistic and narcissistic behaviour and described as spaces in which users engage in 
blatant self-promotion (Dumas et al., 2017; Jones & Nash, 2017; Sheldon & Bryant, 2016). 
The large proportion of posts including the user or a body part in this sample (89 posts out 
of 200) and the lengths to which users will go to foster engagement could be taken as a 
reinforcement of these claims. However, only 11 of these photographs represent a self 
isolated from its environment. These are typically professional portraits, but also include 
some casual selfies. The majority of photographs record the self in context. As Tifentale and 
Manovich argue (2018: 180), these photographs are instead ‘records of events, activities, 
experiences, and situations that include the photo’s author’. When these are produced in 
the designed photography aesthetic, the self is pictured in the midst of its activities, and 
does not even look at the camera. In that light, the overwhelming number of posts focusing 
on the self or including the user at all does not simply testify to a narcissistic outlook on the 
world. While for some, Instagram may perform the role of feeding their narcissism, it is 
unlikely to be the case for the majority of the platform’s users. 
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Rather, I borrow from Mary Douglas’ and Baron Isherwood’s (1979) analysis of consumer 
goods to argue that what happens on the platform is part of a wider social conversation that 
provides moral judgements on how one ought to live one’s life and what ought to be good 
about it. I have already pointed out the rather obvious moral evaluations of food on the 
platform, but these observations could be extended to all types of content. With much 
caricature, food should be #clean or #foodporn, women #beautiful, #sassy, or #cute, travel 
destinations #fabulous and holidays a #bliss. In fact, under this understanding of Instagram 
activity, all of Instagram posts can be understood as contributing to a discussion on what 
living well means, and how it should be done. For instance, Tiidenberg and Baym (2017) 
have studied Instagram posts relating to pregnancy, concluding that the posts contributed 
to defining (and reinforcing) what ‘normal’ pregnancy should be like and look like.  
Entering the conversation  
Assuming that Instagram is indeed a social conversation, to participate, at minimum, users 
need to post. But because there are a billion users, merely posting is not enough to ensure 
that one will be heard. The constant flow of posts into the platform and the design of the 
interface through which viewers can access them combine to ensure that each post will only 
be visible for a limited amount of time (Carah & Shaul, 2016), typically to a rather small circle 
of people. To ensure that posts have a chance to remain visible for longer and reach more 
viewers, users must obtain more likes and comments than others. This is done through 
tagging, engaging viewers, but also through the purchase of likes and comments. I have 
argued earlier that likes, comments, and followers are used as a currency. Douglas and 
Isherwood (1979) would call them ‘marking services’: through the distribution of likes, 
comments, and followings, users circulate judgement on the validity (Douglas and 
Isherwood say ‘fitness’) of the content they are viewing. 
In terms of exposure, there is a phenomenon of ‘the rich get richer’ on Instagram (Araujo et 
al., 2014). As one gains (or buys) more likes, comments, and followers, one’s posts appear 
on more people’s search feeds, leading to more likes, comments, and followers. Climbing to 
‘top’ gives users more power to shape moral judgements and establishes them as 
particularly successful participants of the conversation. Their judgement holds more value 
than that of an average user. And indeed, as users climb to top they are less likely to engage 
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with the content posted by average users and to reciprocate in marking services with 
average users. While millions of users like Kylie Jenner’s posts, it is unheard of that Kylie 
Jenner would ever like one of theirs. Should she ever like any average person’s post, it 
would certainly make the news. Less popular users who are nonetheless famous might 
reciprocate in particular circumstances but it is not expected of them that they would. Here, 
what happens on Instagram differs from what Douglas and Isherwood suggest happens with 
consumer goods, as rather than both restricting the circle of users who can provide marking 
services for them and that of users for whom they provide services, successful users only 
restrict the circle of users for whom they provide marking services. Popular users also 
provide judgement in their mention of less popular users in their posts, directing a flow of 
marking services their way. Hence, popular users also hold power over where the attention is 
directed. But popular users can also use their follower count and engagement rate to 
monetise their posts through partnerships with brands.  
This relationship of popular users to power is perhaps why the purchase of engagement is 
typically frowned upon. Here again, there is no academic research that registers this 
phenomenon but enough anecdotal evidence in the form of blogs and articles to suggest 
that purchasing that kind of power is typically discouraged (Ehrhardt, 2018; Sherifi, 2018). 
The question of engagement on Instagram is a particularly difficult one, as testified by the 
changes in etiquette in relation to the use of hashtags and their writing into blogs and 
articles for the inexperienced user. Opinions differ on the number of hashtags that one 
should use for optimal engagement (‘how much is too much and will make me look greedy?’ 
vs. ‘how much is too little to engage people?’), the kinds of hashtags one should use 
(popular hashtags, less popular hashtags), and the place one should post them in 
(comments or caption of the post). This is because hashtags enter posts in the attention 
economy, and their use is crucial for fostering engagement. In comparison with increasing 
one’s follower count or likes, hashtags are the easiest way of widening the circle of viewers 
of one’s posts. Of course, hashtags are not merely used to this purpose, and also contribute 
to defining the conversation, ground experiences, and carve out a particular discursive 
space for any given post.  
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What happens in the conversation 
In this process of commenting, liking, following, users contribute to the sedimentation of 
particular ways of understanding what living well means, what one ought to do in life, and 
so forth. Fixing these meanings is essential to the functioning of society (Douglas & 
Isherwood, 1979). As earlier family albums contributed both to showing that their owners 
have the knowledge of which aspects of life should be celebrated and reinforce that these 
are the ones that should be celebrated (Chalfen, 1987), so do Instagram posts. Comparative 
research on family albums and Instagram shows that many of the conventions that had been 
established by the family album are also present in Instagram posts about children and 
family (Le Moignan et al., 2017). While everyone knows that relationships between parents 
and children are not always harmonious, showing conflict in one’s own family is 
unacceptable both in family albums and on Instagram. On the latter however, Le Moignan et 
al. find that one can use memes to broach the topic. While users know that families are not 
always happy, they also know that this is how we should, ideally, think of the family. In this 
light, the many aspirational posts that users posted in relation to entrepreneurship can be 
understood as their display of the understanding that this is the type of life that they should 
aim for. Rather than simply attempting to deceive other users into believing that they are 
successful entrepreneurs (and some users do indeed do this), users express their aspirations 
(Miller et al., 2016).  
Hence Instagram posts can be used to displace meanings (McCracken, 1988) that are too 
fragile and tenuous to be confronted with reality. The less glamorous aspects of family life or 
entrepreneurial work are seldom displayed on the platform. When they are, it is done in a 
humorous fashion, such as in the established genre of posting side by side an ‘Instagram-
worthy picture’ and a ‘reality’ picture. While McCracken’s theory of meaning displacement 
was originally conceived in relation to consumer goods, it has also been applied to travel 
photographs by Belk and Hsiu-Yen (2011) and can easily be extended to Instagram images 
as a whole. McCracken argues that the gap between the ideals to which we aspire and our 
lived realities must be maintained, or they risk being tarnished. If shared meanings do 
contribute to the functioning of societies, they must remain intact. This is perhaps why users 
who actively try to change dominant discourses, such as Holowka’s (2018) ‘sad girls’ of 
Instagram, are met with resistance. 
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Alongside the establishment, maintenance, and modification of shared ideals, users’ 
engagement with the platform enables them to help create the social world and find ‘a 
creditable place’ in it (Douglas, 1976). As users enter the social conversation by posting 
content and engaging with others, they also, in the process contribute to defining their role 
within that conversation. Non-celebrity users who succeed in reaching top typically 
specialise in a particular type of content and maintain a particular type of aesthetic: traveling 
accounts, meme accounts, fashion accounts, and so forth. Specialisation both reduces the 
field of competitors and establishes a ‘personal brand’. Blogs and articles on how to 
establish a personal brand to attract more engagement multiply (Carbone, 2018; Krantz, 
2016; Stahl, 2017), suggesting that, unless already famous, users who do not have a 
personal brand are unlikely to make it to top. Maintaining one’s personal brand is 
paramount to maintaining engagement. Users can do this by ensuring that their personal 
grids are consistent, both in topic and in aesthetics, but they may also do so through 
hashtags. Recall the user who posted something on art and ensured that, alongside 
hashtags related to art, she would tag it #fitgirl and #fitness. In that way, she could post 
content that was not typical on her account while maintaining her role as skilled provider of 
judgements on fitness.  
While the posts that we access through our feed or through the search tool can be 
understood as social conversations, a user’s profile is a space that proclaims their role in that 
conversation. In this sample, users sometimes explicitly emphasised the role of their 
personal pages in crafting their image by titling their pages ‘my world’ (or variants such as 
‘shots about my life’), or including phrases such as ‘here you can find a little bit of myself’ in 
their descriptions. Other times, users provided information such as age, gender, and 
nationality. They also described themselves in terms that made reference to leisure activities 
(traveller, bouldering addict, runner, etc.), attitudes (wanderer, fighter, dreamer, etc.) or 
status (wife, girlfriend, aunt, etc.). Some referred to their occupational position (video-maker, 
photographer, hair stylist, businessman/woman, entrepreneur, etc.). These descriptions give 
an idea of what can be found on a user’s page and how it will be pictured, but also of who 
they associate with. In contributing to the conversation, users both help shape and maintain 
a common meaningful world and define their place in it.  
However, this does not necessarily suggest that Instagram could supplant or displace 
consumption, and in this way contribute to sustainability by providing a ‘dematerialised’ 
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output for social conversations. First, one should be careful to distinguish between digital 
virtual artefacts (such as Instagram posts), which are immaterial, and digital devices used to 
access digital information (Hogg & Jackson, 2008). These devices are material-dense, 
energy-intensive during use and production phases, and are characterised by a commonly 
short lifespan. Second, notwithstanding the material intensity of electronic devices, I will 
explain later (pp. 254-256), that adequately posting on Instagram can require high material 
throughput. 
Placing Instagram in a wider context. 
At this stage, it is reasonable to ask to what extent does what happens on Instagram matter 
with regards to our ability to deliver sustainable futures. Drawing both from theory and from 
the participative filmmaking that I carried out with young people, I first engage with active 
audience theory, before exploring some of the practical reasons why Instagram, and social 
media in general, may be so ubiquitous in our lives. I then consider how participation on 
social media may impact non-media spheres, who, in practice, has the most power on the 
platform to shape and broadcast narratives, and what this may mean for sustainability.  
Active audience? 
Media theorists have long debated audiences’ power to construct shared meanings, 
mitigate media influences, or resist the circuit of culture (Livingstone, 2015). In my case, the 
consideration of Instagram audiences, and particularly the non-negligible subset that posts 
and views content in relation to #goodlife, is directly linked to the consideration of 
sustainability. Simply put: does it matter that the two most popular good life narratives are 
unsustainable? Without pretending to answer the questions of how much we ‘take in’ when 
scrolling through Instagram and whether posting or liking certain images equates to an 
agreement with certain meanings, I offer a few thoughts on how posts and their content may 
matter.  
As Das (2017) argues, at the root of audience research lies an interest in the mutual 
relationship between the interpreter and the text. With the rolling out of Web 2.0, ways of 
looking at audiences underwent a shift from a consideration of media producers and media 
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consumers, distinct from one another, to a consideration of ‘produsers’ (Bruns, 2006: 2) who 
represent ‘the collaborative and continuous building and extending of existing content in 
pursuit of further improvement.’ This description of ‘produsers’ parallels that of ‘prosumers’ 
used  in relation to consumers who customise goods for their own needs (e.g. Schor, 2010; 
Toffler, 1981). In both cases, it is the autonomy, self-reliance, and potential for the relative 
‘de-marketisation’ of society that is emphasised. As examples of produser practices, Bruns 
offers the collaborative development of open-source software, multi-user creation and 
maintenance of Wikipedia pages, and the user-led creation of mods for multi-user online 
games. While under this definition we clearly are not all produsers (Bird, 2011), our 
increased ability to contribute to media creation and to broadcast our creations to a wide 
audience are important aspects of Web 2.0 that highlight the necessity to think of the 
relationship between interpreter and text dynamically. As a wave of new media research 
focused on participating audiences, so were the audiences given power to resist and 
subvert dominant meanings and define the terms of their engagement (Costello & Moore, 
2007). Giving rise to a plethora of exciting research, scholars have studied how fans 
engaged, both enthusiastically and critically, with media content (Bird, 2011). And so, the 
oscillation between the critical active audience and the powerful control exerted by the 
media was reinstated with renewed force.  
The question of the audience activity or passivity has dominated the last quarter century of 
communication research (Livingstone, 2015). Thinking back to the dominant good life 
narratives on Instagram that I explored earlier, their precise effects may be difficult to tell, 
notably because it is impossible to isolate media from the range of other information 
sources that we interact with - so interpretations are established in relation to a variety of 
objects (Cobley, 1994), because different groups of people will interpret a same text 
differently (Livingstone, 2015), because contexts of interpretation play a role in the 
interpretation process (Livingstone & Das, 2013), and because it is not unheard of for texts 
to have unexpected and unintended effects. 
Livingstone and Das (2013) argue that media effect should be understood through an 
engagement with the different readings of digital texts that different communities of users 
make.  And indeed, the researcher’s own reading of a digital text can never be guaranteed 
to equate with any one of those of its other viewers. In proposing my reading of the posts 
that appear on the platform under the hashtag #goodlife, I do not pretend to speak for 
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other users. I have little doubt that my reading of them - which may be educated, in the 
sense that I was immersed in Instagram content on a daily basis before even thinking to start 
this study - is  likely not a reading that many users make. For that reading was done with a 
very specific goal in mind - to evaluate the potentials of Instagram posts to convey 
sustainable narratives - something to which, before starting the study, I dedicated little 
thought as I was scrolling through my feed. Assessments of the influence that Instagram 
posts may have on the values of their diversity of viewers or of the different types of 
readings that users may make are undoubtedly interesting questions, but not of the kind 
that I can definitively answer here.  
However, I can offer some suggestions as to how Instagram may affect what people do. The 
much cited (and debated) critique of active audience theory by Seaman (1992) proposes an 
interesting stepping stone in that direction. Indeed, Seaman argues that the issue of media 
control is not an issue of uncritical interpretation on the part of the user or viewer but one of 
restriction of the available information. Hence talking about media effect says nothing of the 
intelligence or sophistication of audiences (Seaman, 1992). In fact, some of the young 
people who took part in the filmmaking project were well-aware of the need to approach 
Instagram content critically: 
Raptor: Social media is a big part of most people’s lives and I think it can be 
good and bad. 
Jorja: Yeah it’s quite bad. 
Scuba: I think it’s bad because underaged people use it. 
Tarzan: I think it’s just that you create an image of a perfect life that everyone 
wants to live up to and then you always feel bad about how your life is not as 
great as someone else’s and it’s not about how good your life is, it’s just about 
how you live. 
Scuba: I feel like on social media people see pictures of models and they feel 
like they have to be like that and look perfect and look amazing all the time and 
it’s like.. sort of puts ideas in their head that they have to look incredible, but like 
you don’t, you know what I mean? 
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But knowing that one has to be critical, and being critical, does not mean that we are not 
affected, in the phenomenological hermeneutic sense, by the encounter. Recalling Gadamer 
(1989), an encounter with new information always broadens our horizon: ‘we have a new 
perspective on our old views, and maybe new views as well’ (Vessey, 2009: 540). Here, I 
believe, ‘views’ needs to be taken in the broad sense of knowledge, rather than beliefs, 
attitudes, or values. In that sense, the question of a critical audience loses its grounds as the 
act of interpretation itself contributes to a re-articulation of one’s interpretative system. We 
know more, something has changed. No matter how careful our evaluation of a text is, and 
no matter the reading that we make of it, we are now condemned to ‘know’ it. This need not 
be dramatic or alarmist, but it remains true that, being consistently exposed to the same 
type of content both limits the ease with which we can make changes to our interpretative 
system, and reinforces our existing personal interpretations. I will come back to this later. 
Social media is a thing that ‘everybody does’.  
Earlier I suggested that Instagram activity could be understood as a social conversation that 
both establishes a common meaningful world and provides participants with creditable 
places in it. When working with young people in the filmmaking project, phones and social 
media were ubiquitous: a group of girls from Dorking showed me the musical.ly (now Tik 
Tok) videos that they and their friends were making, young people from different Guildford 
and Godalming groups went on Instagram and Snapchat both before/after and during the 
research sessions, two girls from Guildford asked me to take pictures of them specifically so 
they could later post them. The following excerpts from a focus group underline that point: 
Tarzan: In our form we do surveys, and we did a survey about Instagram, 
Snapchat, and Whatsapp, and who uses all three, and there were only about four 
people who didn’t use all three. 
[…] 
Scuba: I feel like there is more to life than social media, like you can meet up 
with your friends. But what annoys me is that after school on Friday when we 
broke up, me and my friends we went to the park and like we were sitting in a 
big bunch facing each other and they were just texting each other! When they 
could have just been talking! 
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*laughter* 
LML: We don’t even do that, do we? 
These young people are obviously aware of the critical discourses of media use. And, 
although she was the only one, Scuba did not have any social media accounts and was 
intensely critical of social media use. Yet breaks and dead time at the end of sessions (and 
sometimes during sessions) were occasions, both in this group and in others, to go on social 
media, play online games, or in the case of Scuba, watch YouTube baking videos, which she 
explained she often did, because she liked baking. Across all groups, participants easily 
criticised other people’s media use: 
Anastasia: So what do people do with musical.ly? 
Pickle Rick: Oh some people…! 
Pickle Phil: I can show you. 
Pickle Pete and Pickle Rick together: They you know, do a bit of musical.ly music 
style… 
Pickle Jeff: But some people, mostly teenage girls, they use the camera… like 
not how it should be used, let’s just say that. 
Anastasia: What do you mean? 
Pickle Rick: Inappropriate. 
Pickle Jeff: Like on open accounts, some girls are a bit like… more open…? Like 
they wear like crop tops and like… 
Pickle Rick: I saw this one thing where a girl was just wearing a crop top and 
underwear! I was like… 
Pickle Pete: I saw this one, she had a hood and a jacket on, and she took the 
hood off and then took the jacket off, but she didn’t have a bra under it! 
Anastasia: And they don’t get censored? 
Pickle Jeff: I think if they get reported… 
Anastasia: Ok. Do a lot of young people use musical.ly? 
All together: Yeah!! 
Pickle Jeff: It’s 13+ 
Pickle Phil: Look, [friend name] did this one. 
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By criticising others’ social media use, they set limits on what was acceptable behaviour on 
social media in their friend group. But most still participated on different social media 
platforms, because it was something that, as Apple and Orange explained, everybody else 
did. Raptor put his finger on this phenomenon by explaining that ‘if less people [went on 
social media], then less and less people would do it’. But in doing what ‘everybody’ does, 
young people are not simply being naive followers who will do anything their friends do. 
Rather, this creation of the social world is a reciprocal activity, a kind of ritual exchange, as 
anthropologists would have it (Jackson, 2006b). As Douglas and Isherwood (1979) suggest 
for our consumption of goods, participation on Instagram is part of a social conversation in 
which part of the enjoyment is derived from the consumption and creation of posts 
themselves, and the other part comes from the enjoyment of ‘sharing names’. This process 
of nomization enables both the maintenance and modification of social and cultural 
meanings (Jackson, 2006b). It is indeed this social conversation that enables the stability of 
social meanings (Berger, 1967). One needs to know a ‘set of names and names of sets, 
operations to be performed upon names, a means of thinking’ (Douglas & Isherwood, 1979: 
51) to be capable of adequately participating, beyond the platform. This is something that I 
learned the hard way: 
Pickle Rick: Yeah I know I watch… I watch KSI, I don’t watch Logan Paul. [To me] 
Do you know what happened?? 
Anastasia: No, what happened? 
Pickle Rick: Are you updated?? KSI or Logan Paul, which one? 
Anastasia: I don’t even know what you are talking about… 
Pickle Rick: KSI, do you know who KSI is? KSI is a YouTuber, he’s having a boxing 
match with Logan Paul on Saturday. 
Pickle Phil: KSI for the win, Logan Paul did some really bad stuff on YouTube… 
Anastasia: Oh…! I think I know who Logan Paul is! 
This was a recurrent situation with many of the groups, to the extent that I had to ask 
participants to write down the names of the different YouTubers who they watched to later 
spend hours ‘getting updated’. And with each group, came a new set of favourite YouTubers 
and Instagram accounts. Not knowing names, and not knowing how to use them, results in 
an inability to adequately participate in the conversation. This is of course familiar to 
ethnographers who, as part of their fieldwork, learn the ways of their participants (see for 
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instance Grasseni, 2007), but is also what happens in any situation of participation in joint 
activities, whether they are research activities or not (Pink, 2011a).  
Hence, so far I have suggested that participation entails consuming posts, providing 
marking services through likes/comments/followings but also through post creation, and 
sharing names with others. And all this needs to be done adequately. One must know the 
dynamic etiquettes (with regards to hashtags, aesthetics, liking, topics, etc.), both shared 
with wider networks and those of one’s own people, have an educated appraisal of KSI and 
Logan Paul, and know how to talk about social media itself. These different types of 
knowledges require investments of time and money and are learned in engagement with 
various social media platforms, relevant non-media material, and other participants. 
Social media leaks out. 
I have hinted, throughout the last pages, that what happens on Instagram and on social 
media in general is hardly confined to social media. Conversations about social media 
content happen outside of social media, or in parallel to it. Influencers get remunerated, not 
only in likes, comments, and follows, but also in material and monetary benefits for their 
participation. Bird (2011: 505) argues that in thinking about media effects, researchers need 
to consider the array of practices that ‘certainly articulate around media, and may employ 
Internet communication, but involve many other forms of creativity’. I would extend this 
claim beyond creative practices, but I do follow the gist of her argument: the product, as 
she says, is not only more media. In that sense, media forms and contents found their way 
into the different things that my participants did, and how they understood some things 
should be done.  
For instance, one of the participants selected his pseudonym based off of a music star that 
he admires, the Pickle group selected theirs on the basis of the cartoon Rick & Morty and 
the Dr. Phil Show, and other names such as Sponge Bob Square Pants, Thomas the Tank 
Engine, and Tarzan, were also present. Some, like Pickle Rick or Pleb, wished to become 
YouTubers in the future. When it came to the films, Isabella, Poppet, and Cats and Dogs 
took inspiration from the format of vlogs (video blogs or diaries). While the format was first 
introduced in the 1980s by the videographer Nelson Sulivan, vlogs only became a popular 
!252
way of sharing (and participating) with the development of YouTube. Sponge Bob and 
Thomas, who made their film together, ended it by asking their audience to ‘Like and 
Subscribe’, which YouTubers and Instagram vloggers do at the end of their videos. Jorja and 
Tarzan, on the other end, only included pictures, many of which had a format strikingly 
reminiscent of Instagram posts. At the very least, engaging with YouTube and Instagram 
content had influenced how they understood films should be made and pictures taken.  
As Thurlow and Jaworski (2015) explain in relation to tourism, the images that we view of a 
destination inform us of ‘what [we] are supposed to do’ in a destination. Citing Urry and 
Larsen (2011), Smith (2018) notes that photography had an instrumental role in shaping the 
tourist gaze and create distinct visual travel modes. This can certainly be related to the 
emergence of the Instagram aesthetic that I have referred to as ‘travel photography’, which 
is found across all popular travel influencers’ Instagram accounts, and was also present in 
this sample both on casual and on designed photographs. This parallels the account that 
Elliot and Wattanasuwan (1998a) give of the meanings mediated by advertising and those 
derived from lived experience of consumer goods. These ‘mediated meanings’ must be 
concretised through ‘lived experience’, in which they may be accepted, rejected, or 
amended (Elliot & Wattanasuwan, 1998a). Smith (2018: 174) admits that while tourists 
deviate from established scripts and engage with them playfully or ironically, ‘the enactment 
of the already seen constitutes a hermeneutic circle by which tourists reflexively or un-
reflexively re-contextualise prevailing narratives about a destination’.  
I follow Smith, but feel the need to emphasise the importance of embodiment in this 
process. Patel et al. (2013) reviewed 38 studies that used fMRI and PET scans to explore 
which regions of the brain turned on when people learned new tasks. At first, the most 
active areas were the ones that enabled people to pay attention, but with practice, the 
activity in these areas decreased.  At the level of single cells, this translates to the settling of 
pathways between specific cells. When processing information, electrical signals travel 
through neurons, causing them to fire to transmit the message to the next neuron. 
Eventually, this process of transmission takes less effort. Neuroscientists say that the brain 
rewires in learning, even in adults (Patel et al., 2013). And as we improve, cells that send and 
receive information about the task become more efficient: new ways, slowly, settle in. Both 
Downey’s (2007) exploration of vision among capoeira dancers and Grasseni’s (2007) 
experience of learning skilled vision among dairy farmers show that, adequately 
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participating and becoming skilled practitioners, involves learning ‘what is worth looking for 
and looking at’ (Kouwenhoven, 1974: 107).  
A similar process can be said to happen as we engage with social media content. Recently, 
Miller (2016: 88-89) showed in an ethnography of social media in an English village, that for 
some users, posting on Instagram has shaped how they live their lives. For instance, one of 
the school pupils that he worked with explained that before she had an Instagram account, 
she did not particularly pay attention to her surroundings, but now she ‘see[s] things and 
think[s], ‘’Oh that would make a good photo’’’. Miller’s participant has learned a new way of 
seeing, and this new way of seeing has an influence on what she does. Both the forms and 
the contents of photographs that we see on social media shape how we engage with the 
world beyond social media, not as biasing lenses, but as learned ways of interaction with the 
world. This is, of course, not a new phenomenon. Christensen’s (2011) research among 
scrapbookers shows that some participants went to great lengths to improve their crafts. 
Scrapbookers notably wore and bought clothes that they knew would match with patterned 
papers already in their possession, enrolled their children in sporting activities based on the 
stickers they already had, and engaged in activities that they might not have otherwise 
chosen, for the pictures. While it is evident that not all practitioners will go to these lengths, 
it is also clear that skilled participation requires learning new ways. And now, let me come 
back to the issue of restricted information that I mentioned earlier. 
New ways of seeing, new ways of doing: why media content matters beyond influence on 
values 
I have so far argued that adequately participating in social media is an important aspect of 
many young people’s lives, and that adequate participation requires learning, which 
happens through a ‘rewiring’ of the brain. I have also argued that one of the problems with 
Instagram content is the restriction of information, or rather, the dominance of some types 
of information over others. In my analysis I have shown that, both in terms of likes/
comments/followings and in terms of their frequency, the good life narrative of the 
successful entrepreneur and that of the glamorous world-traveller are the most popular 
ones. Through repeated engagement with Instagram content, users learn that, at least for 
now, these are the types of posts that are the most popular. They may interpret them in 
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different ways, despise them, mock them, embrace them, or anything in between, but it 
remains that they understand that this is one of the ways  to adequately participate. And 18
through repeated engagement with a particular type of content, users tell the Instagram 
algorithm to keep providing that particular type of content for them, reinforcing the 
knowledge of its adequacy. It is not that they do not see other types of content, but this may 
be the type content that they see most often.  
Let us assume that a user decides to participate in this way (and the analysis shows that 
many users do). Posting this type of content does not necessarily indicate an adherence to 
these values, but it does entail some practical actions. Admittedly, I have shown that, in 
most cases, the good life narrative of the successful entrepreneur is more aspirational than 
actual, and that most posts related to entrepreneurship mostly consist in quotes or images 
borrowed from elsewhere (I will come back to this). But that of the glamorous world-traveller 
necessitates a decent range of paraphernalia of which fashionable outfits and transportation 
to various destinations are only the most obvious ones. Hence to adequately participate, 
one has to buy the apparel and one has to travel, because in this narrative, a quote or a 
borrowed image will not do. This of course says nothing of whether the user actually 
believes that the meaning of the good life is glamorous travel, or whether glamorous travel 
is only one of the aspects of what one believes the good life is. But glamorous travel 
involves the consumption of a bundle of goods that is much less sustainable than other 
bundles of goods are. In the case of exotic travel, that often happens in touristic enclaves, it 
also involves the (often unknown) participation in a system of oppression of local inhabitants. 
In both cases, the user remains for the most unaffected and potentially unaware, but a will to 
adequately participate can also have repercussions for the user him/herself. This is for 
instance the case when Instagram users are lured by faux-traders into enrolling in binary 
options trading schemes that are rigged against them (Brown, 2018). Brown reveals that the 
National Fraud Authority estimates that a staggering £59m had been defrauded from UK 
residents in 2017 from binary options alone.  
So the question arises of who sets the standards of adequate participation on Instagram. I 
have argued, with Douglas and Isherwood (1979) that in social conversations, participants 
 Here again, I feel the need to reiterate with Redi et al. (2016) that Instagram content is diverse, 18
and that there is a multiplicity of ‘tribes’. Each of these will entail different ways of adequately 
participating. 
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who have climbed to top (and hence been judged by others to be skilled participants) both 
provide judgements that tend to hold more value than those of other participants and have 
more power to direct attention than other participants do. But who, in practice, are those 
people on Instagram? I have argued that effectively, being judged as skilful equates to 
accruing more likes/comments/followers than others. This can be achieved either by being 
already famous (celebrities such as Emma Watson, The Rock Dwayne Johnson, Maisie 
Williams, or Cristiano Ronaldo) or by providing content that is judged by others to be fit to 
be posted on Instagram. Both categories are sought after by businesses to advertise their 
products, and for the second category of users, climbing to ‘top’ can involve buying likes, 
comments, and followers, or using hashtags provided by Prilaga. It is necessary to 
emphasise the extent to which external for-profit influences contribute to defining the 
discursive space of the good life on Instagram. The capacity of Instagram posts to convey 
particular understandings of the good life is currently mostly harnessed by businesses or 
influencers.  
According to Klear (2019), a social media analytics and intelligence platform, in 2018, 
Instagram influencers posted over 2.1 million sponsored posts on the platform. The wide 
majority of these was created by millennial, women, micro-influencers. A user is typically 
considered to be a micro-influencer if s/he has between 10K-100K followers. These are 
typically users who have climbed to top through their Instagram activity rather than 
celebrities, as celebrities tend to have a much larger follower count. They post in relation to 
lifestyle, fashion, beauty, travel, food, home design, photography, parenting, fitness and 
wellness, as well as electronic gadgets. Klear states that Instagram influencer marketing 
grew by over 39% in 2018, suggesting that brands are increasing their share of the 
discursive space, and their messages are delivered by users whose judgements are more 
valued than those of others. As the share of discursive space that is occupied by influencers 
sponsored by for-profit companies increases, it is likely that adequate participation will 
require increasingly more investment in consumer goods and services.  
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Conclusion 
This chapter brought the findings presented in chapter 7 together and offered three good 
life narratives that could be found on the platform: the good life narrative of the self-made 
billionaire entrepreneur, the good life narrative of the glamorous world-traveller, and the 
good life narrative of shared experience. I explored the ability of each of these narratives to 
deliver sustainable futures as well as their frequency and success (likes, comments, 
followers). The first two narratives were the most unsustainable in terms of the values or 
beliefs that they conveyed, but they were also the most frequent ones and they tended to 
have more success than the last one.  
I agreed with media researchers that I was not in a position to offer any insight on the extent 
to which these good life narratives affected the users’ values or beliefs. But, taking Douglas 
and Isherwood on board, I suggested that Instagram could be considered as part of a social 
conversation in which users help to shape a common meaningful world and simultaneously 
find a creditable place in it. Based on the participative filmmaking work that I carried out 
with young people and on theoretical insights from the literature, I offered some 
suggestions for how adequate participation on the platform may be important, and how it 
may result in the consumption of less sustainable bundles of goods without necessarily 
effecting values or beliefs. I then suggested that while different groups set different shared 
standards of participation, users who have a large amount of followers have more power to 
do so, and that for-profit companies are increasingly making use of their influence. 
Having composed a rather bleak picture, I feel the need to also draw attention to those 
insights that may benefit users who wish to promote more sustainable narratives on the 
platform. It is evident that more sustainable narratives need to appear more frequently on 
the platform, but there are specific ways in which this may be done effectively. First, the 
network analysis reveals that establishing strong links between thematic clusters of hashtags 
is paramount to increasing the visibility of a given narrative. Indeed, using consistent 
vocabulary (here hashtags) enables an easier recognition of the narrative and can contribute 
to the near exclusive association of some themes with that narrative (for instance the nearly 
exclusive association of ‘inspiration and dreams’ with the entrepreneurial spirit clique). A 
unified set of tags across a few sustainability organisations could have more impact. Then, as 
I showed with the narrative of the glamorous world-traveller, consistent aesthetics can also 
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help coherence. Sustainable good life narratives on the platform need to be able to convey 
long-term discourses, perhaps through the consistent use of a specific hashtag. I have also 
shown that while quotes can engage users, posts that involve some type of activities require 
users to take part in them, potentially carving out more time in a user’s day for more 
sustainable activities. A last point of interest is that the bases for a unified good life narrative 
that has more potential to deliver sustainable futures are already present on the platform. 
Any work aiming to promote more sustainable good life narratives on Instagram could start 
from there, rather than from hashtags directly related to sustainability 
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CHAPTER 9: Good life narratives, ethics and aesthetics, and normativity. 
Introduction 
In this thesis I presented two research projects that aimed to explore young people’s use of 
and access to good life narratives. I also speculated on the potentials of each narrative to 
deliver sustainable futures. In the process, I highlighted the role of the context in which 
narratives are developed and sustained. This chapter aims to bring the two projects 
together in a discussion of the possibilities of a shift towards sustainable futures and the 
difficulties facing us in the process. The chapter starts with a comparison of the good life 
narratives identified in each project and speculates on their respective potentials to be 
adequate bases for a fair, inclusive, and sustainable future. Following this first part, I discuss 
the theoretical possibilities of a shift in dominant good life narratives and suggest that the 
creation of new understandings of living well may require a leap of faith that takes us 
beyond what we know of wellbeing today. The last part deals with the practical realisation of 
a shift towards sustainable living. It considers the potential for artistic activities (in a broad 
sense) to enable perspective shifts and discusses how this potential is curtailed by 
imbalanced power relationships in relation to the creation of aesthetic social conventions 
and aesthetic taste. Drawing a link between ethics and aesthetics, I make the case for 
normativity in favour of socially and environmentally just ways of living and end the chapter 
on a discussion of how normativity can be enacted without social engineering or 
dogmatism. 
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Good life narratives: reflecting on the thesis and discussing narratives across the 
two projects. 
This first part has two goals. First, I provide a reminder of the characteristics of good life 
narratives and offer some elements of reflection on the two projects. Then, I discuss and 
compare the good life narratives identified across the two projects and explore their 
respective ethical ramifications with regards to inclusive, fair, and sustainable futures. 
A reminder on good life narratives and elements of reflection on the projects. 
Before focusing on the good life narratives identified in the two projects, I provide a 
reminder of the characteristics of good life narratives as well as a brief commentary on the 
respective limitations of each project. While these do not undermine the work that has been 
carried out, they are important acknowledgements that qualify the claims that can be made 
on the basis of the research material presented in this thesis. 
This thesis is not an evaluation of the wellbeing of young people, nor does it seek to 
contribute to the elaboration of theoretical frameworks of wellbeing. Rather, it aims to 
explore some of the existing and emerging good life narratives and speculate on their 
potentials for providing adequate bases for supporting fair, inclusive, and sustainable ways 
of living well. Accordingly, it focuses on the shared good life narratives that young people 
use and have access to, in order to describe what living well means to them. In this thesis, I 
have looked at good life narratives in the context of a filmmaking project with small groups 
of young people aged 10-14, and in the context of the discursive space formed by the 
hashtag #goodlife on Instagram.  
In Chapter 4, I argued that good life narratives were constantly evolving sociocultural stories 
emerging in experience through our engagements with various others. Borrowing the 
vocabulary of theoreticians of practices (e.g. Røpke, 2009), I distinguished between 
narratives-as-entities (formed historically through collective achievement) and narratives-as-
performances (individuals’ own use of narratives in given instances). Each performance of a 
good life narrative is different, but good life narratives-as-entities remain relatively consistent 
across long periods of time. This distinction is ultimately, a heuristic device, as narratives-as-
entities and narratives-as-performances are complementary, and difficult, if not impossible, 
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to untangle. Narratives-as-entities are created, maintained, changed, and disputed through 
their performance. These performances happen in specific contexts and through particular 
mediational means, both of which play a role in shaping how and which narratives can be 
performed (De Fina & Georgakopoulou, 2008; Eberle, 2013), contributing to the evolution 
of narratives-as-entities in the process.  
Additionally, I argued that while narratives of the good life are shared, they are not 
impervious to power relationships, which shape and limit the available language for 
articulating what living well is (Zigon, 2014). Chapters 5, 6, 7, and 8 highlighted that the 
narratives identified in this thesis do not evolve independently from infrastructures and 
power relationships. Recalling the discussion on agency and structure that I introduced in 
Chapter 3, while young people (or people of any age for that matter) are agentic in 
processes of meaning-making, they are not autonomous agents of change, and the 
available options are shaped by influential actors with vested interests.  
Good life narratives are not straightforward reflections of people’s personal beliefs about 
what living well means, and it is worth reiterating that both young people’s contributions in 
the filmmaking project (Chapter 6) and Instagram posts tagged #goodlife (Chapter 8) were 
likely to be at least partly shaped by what was believed to be appropriate responses to each 
respective context. Chapter 6 detailed the difficulties of considering young people’s 
accounts as reflections of their beliefs about what living well means, or even as 
representations of their everyday lives. Chapter 8 specified the social conventions that 
shaped participation on Instagram. Being a successful Instagram user has a considerable 
importance , so much so that some users resort to buying likes, followers, and comments. 19
The use of hashtags provided by Prilaga, which are optimised to ensure users a maximum of 
exposure, reinforces this point. I argued that users tend to use narratives consistently and, in 
many cases, might be posting content that is likely to be popular on the platform, which 
does not necessarily equate to users’ beliefs. Ultimately, it is unclear whether popular 
content is popular because it conveys a widely endorsed understanding of what living well 
means, or whether it is popular for some other reason. Given the increase in the share of the 
discursive space that is occupied by influencers sponsored by for-profit companies (Chapter 
8), it is likely that popular content tends to be content that is favourable to these companies. 
 Note that this is clearly not the case for all Instagram users, and notably users who have a private 19
account may be using the platform differently. 
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However, good life narratives provide directives on what it is that makes life worthwhile and 
what one should strive for. As such, they are likely to shape aspirations and behaviours. 
Sayer (2019: 268) argues that our evaluations of our lives are ‘strongly influenced by 
available discourses, institutions, powers relations and ‘’norm circles’’ […] which provide us 
with ways of thinking and seeing […]’. The narratives identified in this thesis are, in my 
conception, eminently sociocultural rather than personal understandings. And while I do not 
present them as straightforward ‘drivers’ of social behaviours and attitudes, they are 
important aspects of why we live how we do. Additionally, they play a role in the possibility 
of transitioning to more sustainable futures. Hajer and Versteeg (2019) explain that 
developing new imaginaries of a sustainable future, rather than merely reacting against our 
current ones, is crucial in enabling the transition to such futures.  
Some limitations to the research presented in this thesis may be raised in relation to the 
methods used to explore good life narratives. The use of the hashtag #goodlife necessarily 
constrains the Instagram content that is explored in this thesis. This is advantageous in 
ensuring the manageability of the data, but also means that the identification of narratives is 
far from exhaustive as users may post content relating to understandings of the good life 
under different hashtags. This could notably be the case for more sustainable 
understandings of living well, which could be appearing under more specialised hashtags, 
such as #slowlife. In relation to both projects, there may be a multiplicity of things not 
mentioned by participants or included in Instagram posts that do contribute to a good life 
nonetheless (such as work - see Chapter 8).  
There is, additionally, the issue of representation of a phenomenon which is inherently in 
constant evolution. I have already developed some of the issues relating to representational 
research that I encountered in the context of the filmmaking project in Chapter 6. Here I 
focus on another problem that arose in relation to Instagram. Since the data collection and 
analysis, in October 2018 - March 2019, the discursive space created by the hashtag 
#goodlife seems to have changed. At a glance, while the good life narrative of the world-
traveller and that of shared experience are still present, the good life narrative of the affluent 
entrepreneur has disappeared, or at the very least considerably changed. Posts tagged 
#goodlife still portray monetary wealth and luxury goods, but entrepreneurship is no longer 
associated with these posts. While the good life of the affluent entrepreneur is still widely 
found on the platform and seems to still use the aesthetic conventions that I described in 
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Chapter 8, it is no longer tagged #goodlife. Additionally, posts that portray monetary wealth 
and luxury goods and that are tagged #goodlife now seem to be posted both by men and 
women equally. The hashtags for the posts that focus on entrepreneurship seem to still be 
widely provided by Prilaga, and it is possible that the third party application now considers 
the hashtag #goodlife to be too popular to be optimal for attracting likes and comments. 
This arguably highlights the instrumental role of third parties in shaping the discursive space 
of the good life on Instagram.  
Despite rapid changes, it is important to acknowledge that some of the ideas that are 
promoted in the good life narratives identified on Instagram and in the filmmaking project 
have long pedigrees. For instance, the relationship between luxury goods and status, which 
is present both in the good life narrative of the affluent entrepreneur and in the good life as 
luxury, are ideas that could be argued to have been initiated as early on as the arrival of the 
Beaker people  to the UK (Brodie, 1997). Similarly, I argued in Chapter 5 that some of the 20
ideas that are promoted in the narrative of the good life as caring life can be traced back to 
Aristotle. These ideas are manifested in different ways throughout history and woven into 
different narratives. This is not to say that they are necessarily ‘inherent’ to humanity and 
cannot ever be changed (see Ingold, 2006 for an interesting take on ‘human nature’) but it 
highlights how far reaching they are.  
Good life narratives across the two research projects. 
One of the aims of this thesis was the identification of some of the good life narratives that 
young people used in the context of a participative filmmaking project (Chapter 5) and 
some of the ones they had access to on Instagram (Chapter 8). The narratives identified in 
Chapter 5 were the good life as luxury, the good life as ‘normal’ life, and the good life as 
‘caring’ life. Those identified in Chapter 8 were the good life of the affluent entrepreneur, 
the good life of the world-traveller, and the good life as shared experience.  
 The Beaker people, or Bell-Beakers, are a Late Neolithic-Early Bronze Age folk who lived in the 20
temperate zones of Europe. Their name comes from the distinctive bell-shaped beakers that they 
created. Their arrival to the UK marked a shift in customs, material culture, and beliefs, which are 
linked the emergence of the first signs of an individualistic culture. While previously, communal 
graves were customary, Beaker people instituted individual graves in which people were buried 
with their prised belongings. Bronze artifacts are said to have played the dual role of tools and 
status objects and were commonly intricately decorated. 
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A second, and concomitant, area of interest was the speculative exploration of the 
potentials of each identified narrative to constitute a basis for living sustainably. Taking 
Jackson’s (2017) outline of sustainable prosperity as the premise for my understanding of 
broad criteria for sustainable living, I considered narratives to be sustainable approaches to 
good lives if they were inclusive, socially beneficial, and could be realised within planetary 
limits.  
Below, I summarise the main points of these contributions and discuss the narratives 
identified in each project in relation to each other. It is worth noting that many more 
relationships can be drawn between the narratives than those that I venture to draw here, 
but given the wider remit of this thesis, I necessarily frame my discussion in terms of 
sustainability. 
The good life as luxury and the good life of the affluent entrepreneur. 
Clear similarities can be seen between the good life as luxury, that some young people used 
in the filming project, and the good life of the affluent entrepreneur that was conveyed in a 
number of Instagram posts. The narrative of the good life as luxury focused on material 
comforts and luxuries as well as status acquired through material wealth. Young people 
talked about owning mansions and being ‘trillionaires’. Similarly, the good life of the affluent 
entrepreneur emphasised monetary wealth and luxury possessions such as villas, watches, 
and high-end cars. In both cases, material luxuries and monetary wealth were major aspects 
of living a good life. In this sense, both recall the traditional consumer dream. Additionally, 
both narratives were typically used in relation to aspirations, rather than actual lifestyles. 
There are however also important differences between the two. The narrative of the good 
life of the affluent entrepreneur specifically emphasised entrepreneurship and meritocracy as 
desirable aspects of the good life. On the other hand, the young people who used the 
narrative of the good life as luxury made reference to a diversity of possible careers, such as 
musician or basketball star, when they made reference to a career at all. Furthermore, it was 
unclear whether these careers should be ‘self-made’, as that of the affluent entrepreneur, or 
not. These differences in relation to work may be partly due to the likely differences in life 
stage between the participants in the filmmaking project, and the Instagram users whose 
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posts were analysed in this thesis. While, as I suggested earlier, the life stage of Instagram 
users is difficult to determine, the young people who took part in the filmmaking project 
were still in education and had not started working yet. Careers may have had less 
significance to them than to the Instagram users who contributed to the good life narrative 
of the affluent entrepreneur. It is also worth highlighting that the good life narrative of the 
affluent entrepreneur presented traditionally masculine physical and mental characteristics 
as ideals to strive for and was mostly used by men. That of the good life as luxury, on the 
other hand, did not make any prescriptions regarding the ideal person beyond his or her 
wealth and was used by young people regardless of their gender. 
On Instagram, the narrative of the affluent entrepreneur was, at least at the time of the 
project, one of the most popular ones appearing under the hashtag #goodlife both in terms 
of frequency of appearance and number of likes and comments accrued. In the filming 
project however, the narrative of the good life as luxury was used by a few young people 
only and was sometimes heavily criticised. Yet, young people often declared that this 
understanding was embraced by ‘everyone else’ besides them. Perhaps a way to justify their 
own aspirations, this resonates with Miller’s (2001) observation that ‘problematic’ 
consumption is always the consumption of others, rather than one’s own. I suspect that the 
particular contexts of each project (small groups facilitated by a researcher vs. Instagram) 
had a role in enabling the use of particular narratives and constraining the use of others. It is 
possible that there is something of a taboo among young people in openly seeking fame 
and material wealth that is mitigated by the relative anonymity that can be provided by 
Instagram. Additionally, the different social conventions in place mean that young people 
can be encouraged to reproduce particular content on social media and be reflexive and 
critical about it in different settings (see Chapter 8). In this context, it is important to 
remember that in many cases, the Instagram posts that conveyed the narrative of the 
affluent entrepreneur were explicitly designed to garner attention as they were posted using 
the hashtags provided by Prilaga and hence may be indicative of popular content rather 
than of commonly held or individual understandings of living well. 
Regardless, in both narratives the emphasis on the conspicuous consumption of material 
luxuries disqualified these narratives from providing adequate bases for sustainable living. A 
multiplicity of research indicates that living a materialistic life can be detrimental to personal 
wellbeing (Dittmar et al., 2014). But even without taking this relationship into account, it is 
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clear that, on a finite planet, the consumer dream can only ever be accessible to a minority 
of people. Additionally, there is good evidence (Jackson, 2017) that the wider impacts of 
growth-based consumer societies curtail the abilities of others to realise their aspirations for 
living well.  
The good life as ‘normal’ life and the good life of the world-traveller. 
Another interesting link can be drawn between the narrative of the good life as ‘normal’ life 
in the film project and that of the good life of the world-traveller on Instagram. The narrative 
of the ‘normal’ life emphasised having ‘just enough’ and spending time with significant 
others. The focus was on ‘ordinary’ aspects of life, as opposed to the conspicuous 
descriptions of wealth and luxury enacted in the good life as luxury. The good narrative of 
the world-traveller promoted travel as an ultimate good life experience. It contrasted with 
the good life of the affluent entrepreneur in that monetary wealth and material goods were 
rarely, if ever, explicitly mentioned. Both the narrative of the ‘normal’ life and that of the 
world-traveller were popular in terms of frequency of appearance and general acceptance. 
However, while the narrative of the ‘normal’ life was used by young people regardless of 
economic disadvantage or gender, the narrative of the world-traveller was nearly exclusively 
used by women. In these posts, women also typically promoted traditionally feminine 
physical characteristics as ideals of beauty.  
The narrative of the ‘normal’ life, and that of the world-traveller are clearly very different in 
their content. The former emphasises the home and the everyday, whereas the latter 
stresses extraordinary experiences. This may warrant a further exploration in itself, but here I 
am mostly interested in the parallels between these two narratives with regards to the ways 
in which they operate. On the surface, both the narrative of the ‘normal’ life and that of the 
world-traveller can appear as more sustainable options as they seem to promote 
experiential rather than material pursuits. However, in the narratives of the ‘normal’ life, what 
‘enough’ meant varied from group to group and encompassed a diversity of possible 
lifestyles. Arguably, this narrative could normalise rather unsustainable understandings of 
living well since anyone was free to define for her or himself what ‘enough’ meant. 
Establishing contemporary affluent lifestyles in Europe, North America, and Australasia as 
standards for a ‘decent’ or ‘normal’ life can eclipse their ecological and social impacts. 
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Additionally, the elasticity of the notions of ‘enough’ and ‘normal’ can conceal and neutralise 
an array of inequalities, although neither of these considerations completely undermines the 
potential significance of a focus on spending time with significant others. Similarly, the good 
life narrative of the world-traveller implicitly requires of Instagram users the possession of 
paraphernalia such as fashionable outfits. The emphasis on the pleasure of the experience 
of travel shields the social and ecological impacts of frequent flying and exclusive holiday 
resorts.  
Of course, each narrative deals with different understandings of the good life. However, they 
operate in much the same way. Both are presented as widely accepted and ‘normal’ ways of 
living. And in both cases, the emphasis on non-material aspects of the good life establishes 
them as possibly more sustainable approaches to living well than the two narratives 
reviewed above. Yet despite the emphasis on potentially sustainable aspects of living well 
(such as spending time with significant others), these narratives also normalise otherwise 
environmentally and socially impactful practices (such as long-distance travel) and neglect 
the inaccessibility of these lifestyles to a wide majority of the world’s population. 
The good life as caring life and the good life as shared experience. 
There was also synergy between the narrative of the good life as caring life in the film 
project, and that of the good life as shared experience on Instagram. Both offered 
understandings of living well that had more potential to provide adequate bases for fair, 
inclusive, and sustainable futures than the other narratives identified. However, there were 
important nuances in how these understandings were articulated. The good life as caring life 
openly acknowledged the need to be respectful of and to care for others (humans and 
animals) and the environment. Here, the understanding of the good life was consciously 
related to valuing the environment and social justice, which was not necessarily the case on 
Instagram. Interestingly, living a good life involved having a sense of purpose and called for 
engaging in actions that could be socially or environmentally beneficial. This, I argued, 
could be seen as paralleling the eudaemonic understanding of the good life promoted by 
Aristotle. 
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The Instagram narrative of the good life as shared experience was more closely related to 
Soper’s (2007) alternative hedonism, in that it did not necessarily openly oppose mainstream 
ideas of the good life or promote sustainable living, and rather referred to alternative ideas 
of what living well could mean. However, while sustainable and fair living were not directly 
emphasised in the good life as shared experience, they seemed to be congruent with the 
understandings promoted in this narrative. Indeed, the focus was on activities that had the 
potential to contribute to wellbeing, be socially beneficial, and environmentally-friendly (see 
Isham et al., 2019). Additionally, users emphasised aspects of experiences that could be 
inclusive and shared with others and seemed to implicitly embrace an understanding of the 
Earth as a support system that humans depend on.  
The different ways in which the two narratives are articulated present both opportunities and 
difficulties in relation to sustainable living. On the one hand, the explicit emphasis on 
environmental and social justice of the narrative of the caring life ensures that these aspects 
are directly addressed. Conversely, the narrative of the good life as shared experience may 
have indirect environmental and social benefits, but there is no guarantee that social and 
environmental justice would be respected if they were incompatible with the alternative 
hedonic pursuits promoted in the narrative. On the other hand, the narrative of the good life 
as shared experience may have more potential for appealing to people irrespective of their 
personal convictions on environmental and social issues. Additionally, for the time being, the 
narrative of the good life as caring life offers a broad framework of principles of sustainable 
and fair living, but it does not provide an understanding of what life would look like under 
the principles that it promotes. Ultimately, the two narratives may be complementary 
approaches: the good life as shared experience may provide one of multiple ways of 
realising a good life as caring life. The other way around seems more complicated. The 
good life as caring life offers a broad framework of principles, whereas the good life as 
shared experience seems to focus on concrete practices and experiences. Because the 
good life as shared experience does not explicitly embrace the principles of the good life as 
caring life, it is unclear whether the good life as caring life could be considered as a way to 
realise a good life as shared experience.  
As I argued in Chapter 5, the narrative of the good life as caring life was rarely used by 
young people at the time. I had also argued that the narrative of the good life as shared 
experience (Chapter 8) was mostly tentative (at least in the discursive space of #goodlife) 
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and described a potential unified narrative on the basis of multiple congruent attitudes and 
conceptualisations. However, given the growing popularity of the Fridays for the Future 
School Climate Strikes, there are reasons to believe that the narrative of the caring life may 
be catching on. In fact, having attended the Guildford Climate Strike of the 20th of 
September, I ran into one of my participants who had been using the narrative of the caring 
life in the filmmaking project. While this is at best anecdotal evidence, it is at least 
suggestive of its growing appeal. 
Edging towards sustainable futures?  
Identifying good life narratives and exploring their potentials for providing sustainable 
understandings of living well have been major areas of focus of this thesis. Having 
suggested that some good life narratives are more likely to provide sustainable 
understandings than others, it is worth thinking about how transitions towards these 
narratives can be achieved. In parallel with a focus on the narratives themselves, this thesis 
has been interested in the processes through which narratives are established and 
maintained. These are likely to play a role in the possibilities of and challenges to shifting 
from less sustainable to more sustainable understandings of living well.  
I start by introducing the theoretical possibility of a shift towards more sustainable ways of 
living by arguing that in different narratives, similar ends could be achieved through 
different means. However, I also spell out one situation in which such a shift is not sufficient 
and make the case for the need to change our understandings of living well. Then, I 
complicate the picture by introducing the inconsistency of narrative use. I end this part by 
adapting Feyerabend’s (1975) anarchic theory of scientific paradigm change for my own 
purposes and suggest that narrative shifts may require that we unsettle our habitual 
understandings and practices of wellbeing.  
The theoretical possibility of shifting towards more sustainable understandings.  
In Chapter 5, I discussed the different discourses that young people used in relation to their 
present lives and in relation to their imagined futures. In relation to their present lives, young 
people’s use of discourses tended to be constrained and was partly dependent on the social 
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and material infrastructures that were available to them in the present. On this basis, some 
young people were excluded from dominant understandings of the good life. Notably, I 
argued that young people from Northside, who were more economically disadvantaged 
than other groups, did not refer to consumerist understandings of living well in the present. 
When young people talked about their aspirations for future good lives however, they used 
a diversity of narratives regardless of whether or not they corresponded to their current 
situations. This suggests that a diversity of understandings of the good life can be appealing 
for the future. Additionally, I argued that, at least in some cases, the three narratives that 
were used by young people could call forth more or less sustainable means to fulfil similar 
ends (Chapter 5). For instance, Pleb, Scuba, and Tarzan wished to live close to (or with) their 
friends and families, but proposed different, more or less materially-intensive, ways to do so. 
With Evans and Jackson (2008), I argued that this suggested that particular social functions 
could be realised through more sustainable alternatives.  
This is encouraging as it would suggest that a shift towards more sustainable ways of living 
would not necessarily have to undermine our ability to live well according to current 
definitions. Indeed, spending time with significant others - a particularly important aspect of 
young people’s lives - is particularly amenable to more sustainable means. This was clearly 
manifested in the focus groups and in the films, as both parks and shopping outlets were 
valued places where young people spent time together (Chapter 5). I argued in Chapter 5 
as well that many of the shops on the Guildford High Street where young people used to 
hang out have been closing in the past few years, only to be replaced by expensive and 
exclusive shopping outlets targeted at adult consumers or leave vacant space. There is here 
an obvious opportunity to repurpose the space for the creation of places that would 
contribute in a sustainable and inclusive way to satisfying young people’s wishes to hang out 
with each other. Such initiatives would need to involve young people in the decision-process 
regarding the kind of places that could fulfil these criteria and would be clear contributions 
to the realisation of (some) current understandings of living well through more sustainable 
means. 
But what happens with, for instance, goals of material and monetary wealth? In Chapter 5, I 
argued that while in some cases these were understood as means to other ends (i.e. living 
with friends), in other cases, material and monetary wealth were goals in themselves. As 
some young people acknowledged (Chapter 5), greener technologies and production 
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systems could contribute to lessening the impact of these goals. But the continuous striving 
for the best and latest items, as for instance exemplified in the good life narrative of the 
affluent entrepreneur (Chapter 8) would quickly limit the benefits of ecological 
modernisation. Indeed, decoupling resource use and/or emissions from economic growth, 
while to some extent possible and necessary, can only go so far (Jackson, 2017). In this 
context, the benefits of moving to more sustainable means of satisfying existing goals is 
greatly undermined by the nature of the goals in question.  
The example of the goal of material and monetary wealth illustrates a situation in which a 
shift to more sustainable means is not sufficient because the goal is itself incompatible with 
sustainable living. In the context of sustainable futures, it is important to recognise that while 
social functions can be maintained, some particular goals will have to go. A societal move to 
more sustainable ways of living will necessarily entail acknowledging and mourning these 
unsustainable goals.  
Inconsistent narrative use and contradictory understandings: complicating the picture. 
The possibility of a societal move to more sustainable ways of living is somewhat 
complicated by the inconsistency of narrative use. Indeed, as I suggested earlier, in the 
context of the filmmaking project young people did not use a single narrative consistently, 
and rather alternated between a few narratives (which was different on Instagram). For 
instance, Cory used both the narrative of the good life as caring life and that of the good life 
as luxury in different instances. This readily resonates with earlier work on discourses, such as 
that of Wetherell and Potter (1988: 171) who explained that ‘speakers give shifting, 
inconsistent and varied pictures of their social worlds’. The authors argued that most 
commonly, people simply did what came naturally to them and responded to the demands 
of the situation, rather than giving straightforward reflections of their mental states or 
attitudes.  
The issues of using narratives inconsistently arise when good life narratives contradict each 
other. While the individual good life narratives that I have identified in this thesis are mostly 
internally consistent, they may be mutually contradictory. In his research with 19 people of 
different ages, genders, and socioeconomic backgrounds in Britain, Cieslik (2017: 71) 
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identified his participants’ perennial dilemma of balancing their own interests with those of 
others. His participants, like mine, used multiple understandings of what living well means 
throughout his project. These understandings often ran in contradiction with each other, 
such as in the case of balancing ‘the quest for success and material gain’ with wishes to 
‘have a family and friendships’. Such a phenomenon was also observed by Evans and 
Abrahamse (2009) who explored more specifically people’s narratives of their attempts to 
reduce their environmental impact. Rather than presenting their participants’ attempts as 
part of an internally coherent life project, Evans and Abrahamse argued that participants 
continually negotiated a range of conflicting agendas against each other.  
The observations that Evans and Abrahamse (2009) and Cieslik (2017) have made in relation 
to adult participants suggest that people find themselves divided between a multiplicity of 
‘demands’ (in Evans & Abrahamse’s terms) or good life narratives (in my terms). 
Contradictory understandings are not necessarily irreconcilable as Kavedzija and Walker 
(2016: 15) argue. We may have different ideas regarding what makes life worthwhile without 
affecting each other. We may even hold contradictory understandings ourselves without 
finding them incommensurable. For instance, recognising that some pleasures may cause a 
challenge to our moral beliefs is not necessarily enough to forego them. Indeed, I argued in 
Chapter 5 that, while the Pickle girls felt uneasy at the thought of animals being mistreated, 
they were not ready to make changes to their diets because of the pleasure that they found 
in eating meat. This is consistent with existing research suggesting that awareness of 
environmental or social consequences does not necessarily translate into the uptake of more 
sustainable practices (Autio & Heinonen, 2004). In a study of Finnish young people’s 
consumption practices, Autio and Heinonen (2004) argued that their participants were 
simultaneously materialistic and environmentally concerned.  
The commensurability of understandings of the good life is complicated when it is evaluated 
in a relational framework. Going shopping for clothes once a week, as the good life 
narrative of the ‘normal’ life could endorse, stands in direct conflict with the ability of others 
to realise their understandings of the good life, and eventually, perhaps, even one’s own. It 
is surely expected that we have multiple competing notions of living well at any given time. 
Yet, some notions, such as the consumerist good life, become institutionalised in our 
measures of societal welfare and the structures of our societies. How then, can we advance 
in our contradictory understandings and edge towards sustainable futures? 
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Using Feyerabend’s view of scientific progress to think through narrative change.  
Here I find it helpful to refer to Feyerabend’s (1975) conceptualisation of scientific paradigm 
change. Crucially, I use Feyerabend to theoretically think through processes of narrative 
change and introduce the benefits in having multiple, possibly contradictory, 
understandings of living well, rather than to predict future narrative shifts.  
Feyerabend (1975: 28) was (in)famous for declaring that, as far as knowledge creation is 
concerned, ‘anything goes’ . He favoured an anarchic view of scientific progress and 21
argued that science follows (and should follow) a theoretical pluralism. Instead of a single 
dominant theory that proceeds until it is refuted, at any given time, he argued, there are 
multiple, often contradictory, theories. He illustrated his theory with the example of the 
transitions from Newtonian mechanics to relativity theory and pointed out that in the second 
third of the nineteenth century, there were at least three mutually incompatible paradigms 
(see Tsou, 2003). It is the interaction between these three paradigms that brought about the 
downfall of classical physics and the rise of relativity theory. For Feyerabend, theoretical 
pluralism is important because alternative theories provide potential criticisms for a currently 
accepted theory that cannot be obtained in any other way (Tsou, 2003). Indeed, Feyerabend 
argued that, given that facts are theory-laden (there is no such thing as a neutral fact in 
Feyerabend’s view), they will often contribute to reinforcing the theories that generate them.  
With an eye to widening the circle of legitimate knowledge providers, he argued in defence 
of the contributions of non-scientific forms of knowledge, such as religion, astrology, magic, 
and witchcraft. In fact, for Feyerabend (1975: 30; his emphasis):  
‘Knowledge so conceived is not a series of self-consistent theories that 
converges towards an ideal view; it is not a gradual approach to the truth. It is 
rather an ever increasing ocean of mutually incompatible (and perhaps even 
incommensurable) alternatives, each single theory, each fairy tale, each myth 
that is part of the collection forcing the others into greater articulation and all of 
 ‘Anything goes’ was not meant as a recommendation for scientific practice, but a rhetorical 21
challenge for those who wanted to defend a unitary method for the sciences: ‘[…] there is only one 
principle that can be defended under all circumstances and in all stages of human development. It 
is the principle: anything goes.’ (Feyerabend, 1975: 27-28, his emphasis).
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them contributing, via this process of competition, to the development of our 
consciousness’.  
This is a view that strikingly resonates with Gadamer’s horizon that I introduced in Chapter 4. 
There I referenced Gadamer (1989: 304) to argue that ‘we are never absolutely bound to 
any one standpoint, and hence can never have a truly closed horizon’. A person’s horizon - 
the set of beliefs and knowledges that makes understanding possible - does not limit 
understanding to what can be directly perceived, and instead opens up the possibility of 
future understanding. With each encounter with new insights and information, our horizon 
broadens: ‘we have a new perspective on our old views, and maybe new views as 
well’ (Vessey, 2009: 540). For Young (1997), gaining access to a plurality of views is 
instrumental in promoting fair decisions (I will come back to this). 
While some translation work is needed, there are here some interesting parallels between 
Feyerabend’s theory of paradigm change and my approach to good life narratives. At any 
given point, I have argued, there is a multiplicity of good life narratives even within 
subgroups of the population. As I suggested earlier, good life narratives influence both our 
understandings of living well and our experiences of wellbeing. A multiplicity of narratives is 
beneficial because our personal experiences of wellbeing are more likely to reinforce our 
current understandings of what living well means rather than refute them. This does not 
mean that we never experience ‘illbeing’, but rather we tend to take our experiences of 
wellbeing as ‘proofs’ that our understandings are adequate. However, this phenomenon is 
particularly problematic in cases where our understandings of wellbeing are detrimental to 
sustainability. But, following Feyerabend, comparing different, possibly contradictory, 
understandings of wellbeing can help us ‘refute’ one understanding for another. This is, of 
course, a continuous process - once a new understanding has been embraced, it is not 
secure from refutation (I will come back to this). 
Here it should be said that ‘refuting' a good life narrative does not necessarily mean that it is 
no longer used and has been proven ‘wrong’ but rather that we have institutionalised a 
different dominant understanding of living well and perhaps established new domains of the 
good life. To continue the analogy with paradigm changes, for instance, classical physics is 
still currently in use in relation to the macroscopic domain because it works and provides the 
same results as quantum physics, so long as we speak of ‘classical objects’. However, it is 
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inapplicable to the microscopic domain. Translating this in good life narrative terms would 
suggest that a transition to more sustainable understandings of living well would likely entail 
the (re)discovery of practices and pleasures that are possible only if living well is understood 
in these terms.  
There are limits to the analogy between sociocultural understandings of living well and 
Feyerabend’s anarchic theory of paradigm change. First, it is worth acknowledging that 
Feyerabend devised his anarchic theory of paradigm change with the explicit purpose of 
provoking rationalist thinkers defending a unitary method for the sciences (Lloyd, 2000). 
Hence the context and purpose of his argument are widely different from mine. Second, his 
theory tells us little if anything at all about the role played by infrastructures and the 
importance of power relationships which, as Chapters 5, 6, 7, and 8 have highlighted are 
crucial issues in relation to the establishment and maintenance of good life narratives. 
However, it provides a fruitful basis for understanding how contradictory sociocultural 
narratives of the good life could be beneficial and why ‘alternative’ understandings of living 
well should be assessed on their own grounds rather than on the basis of whether they 
would deliver the same experiences of wellbeing as dominant and/or institutionalised 
understandings of living well do. Taking the analogy with Feyerabend’s anarchic theory of 
paradigm change on board also clarifies important implications for the kind of shift that, 
theoretically, would enable sustainable futures. While over-consumption in affluent parts of 
North America, Europe, and Australasia is deeply problematic and embedded in issues of 
social and environmental justice, merely constraining consumption would do little good 
without changes to our dominant understandings of living well which, although diverse, 
tend to lean on a consumerist view of the good life. Indeed, constraining consumption 
without changing dominant good life narratives would likely result in frustrations, as the 
means to pursue our ends would no longer be available. This resonates with the suggestions 
of many today of the need for ‘new stories’ of what living well can mean (i.e. Levitas, 2010; 
Mair et al., 2018). Scholars increasingly argue that to facilitate shifts to a sustainable and fair 
future, we must seek to narrate ‘a viable alternative’ to the present rather than ‘limiting 
ourselves to a critique of the present’ (Hajer & Versteeg, 2019).  
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Aesthetics, perspective shifts, normativity, and democracy. 
In the first part of this chapter I have argued that while the narrative of the good life as 
caring life provides the principles of what a sustainable, fair, and inclusive good life should 
be, as of now it does not offer any depictions of what such a life would look like in practice. 
Conversely, the tentative narrative of the good life as shared experience offers a practical 
depiction without explicit principles or consideration of long-term futures. In the second 
part, appropriating Feyerabend’s (1975) approach to science for my own purposes in 
thinking through changes in narratives, I have suggested that a plurality of (possibly 
contradictory) understandings of the good life may be beneficial for sustainable futures and 
that creating new understandings may, sometimes, require a leap of faith beyond what we 
currently know of wellbeing. In this last part, I offer some considerations on how we could 
enable the creation and exploration of new stories based on the research material that I 
have collected as part of this thesis. Additionally, I suggest elements of a framework for 
evaluating good life narratives. 
Two lines of thoughts on aesthetics: the potential for ‘defamiliarisation’ of art and the 
aesthetics of everyday life. 
In this section, I develop two lines of thought on aesthetics. First, I think of aesthetics in the 
sense of the principles or social conventions underlying particular art forms or artistic 
movements. I argue that these can be particularly useful in unsettling our habitual and 
embodied understandings and enabling new ways of seeing, thinking, and being. As such, 
the aesthetic social conventions of artistic practice can play a role in ‘defamiliarising’ the 
familiar. Second, I think of aesthetics in the sense of aesthetic taste and develop the notion 
of everyday aesthetics. I argue that aesthetic taste plays an important role in our ways of 
living and as such, necessarily has ethical ramifications.  
A first line of thought: the potential of art to enable perspective shifts. 
Chapter 6 was concerned with the research material collected as part of the filmmaking 
project and explored the relationship between the representational and the material. It 
argued that the representations created by young people were both enabled by the 
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existence of the particular configuration of (among other things) people, goods, places of 
production and consumption, that supports consumer society, and reinforced this 
configuration as a legitimate basis of a good life. I used Pink’s (2011b: 11) analysis of 
bullfighting photography to argue, with her, that beyond a dominant visual discourse, there 
is a dominant ‘mode of understanding and experiencing [consumer goods], which is 
deemed the correct way to experience [them]’. I argued that this dominant way of 
‘understanding and experiencing’ consumer goods was typically conveyed by 
advertisements. However, with Elliott and Wattanasuwan (1998a), I suggested that meanings 
of consumer goods are also shaped in people’s lived experiences of the goods, hereby 
introducing the theoretical possibility to create meanings that differ from those originally 
intended. Lived experience entails the performance of narratives, which may contribute to 
changing narratives-as-entities. Earlier however, I have argued with Feyerabend that our 
experiences of wellbeing tend to reinforce the understandings that we have, rather than 
shift them. While lived experience is an interesting candidate for being the locus of change 
to good life narratives, there needs to be consideration of how such change could be 
facilitated. 
In the Chapter 6, I have suggested that the camera could enable us to engage in new ways 
of ‘looking at, listening to, and experiencing the world’ (Blum-Ross, 2013b: 89). Similarly, in 
Chapter 8, I argued that young people’s use of Instagram involved the process of learning 
new ways of seeing and interacting with the world. Mannay (2010) argued that visual 
approaches to research could help to defamiliarise the familiar. This is not without resonance 
with Bauman and May’s (2004: 10) characterisation of Sociology as a task of defamiliarisation 
through the scrutiny of ‘daily ways of life and the social conditions in which they take place’. 
For Bauman and May (2004: 10 [their emphasis]) while possibly distressing, defamiliarisation 
is essential to realising that our way of living is ‘one of the possible ways, not the only way, 
of getting on in our lives and organising relations between us.’  
Defamiliarisation, or ostranenyie in the original Russian, is a concept first introduced by 
Shklovsky ([1916] 2004) to explain the potential of art to enable us to look at things in a 
different way and disrupt our settled perceptions of the familiar. For Shklovsky (2004: 16): 
‘the technique of art is to make objects ‘’unfamiliar’’, to make forms difficult, to 
increase the difficulty and length of perception because the process of 
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perception is an aesthetic end in itself and must be prolonged; art is a way of 
experiencing the artfulness of an object, the object in art being itself 
unimportant’ 
Taking Shklovsky’s defamiliarisation on board, Mannay leans on Deleuze’s (2000) proposition 
that abandoning the constraints of language can help one create new connections and shift 
perspectives. The caveat here, that Mannay does not mention but that is important in 
phenomenological hermeneutics is that ‘constraints’ are not exclusive to language only. As 
explained in Chapter 4, mediational means necessarily operate as abstractions of 
experience, both enabling and constraining communicative acts (Eberle, 2013). Additionally, 
with Davies (2005), I argued that art presupposes shared understandings both in relation to 
the conventions of artistic expression in particular artistic media, and in relation to the 
articulation of contents (Chapter 6). Hence, all art forms are constrained in what can be 
articulated and how. These constraints are emergent in the interplay of the social 
conventions relative to that art form and the affordances of the artistic medium itself. In 
Shklovsky’s (1923) words, there is an ‘unfreedom’ in art.  
With these points in mind, I can accept Mannay’s proposition that art in general, and visual 
approaches in particular, can contribute to making the familiar strange, and do so within and 
outside of the research context. While each art form is limited by particular constraints, it is 
also these constraints that have the potential to defamiliarise familiar settings. Taking a 
‘vlog’ approach to their assignment of making a film about what living well means 
supported Poppet and Cats & Dogs both to cast a critical look at their neighbourhood and 
to engage in practices that they would not usually have engaged in. The particular ‘style’ 
that vlogs invoke, as well as the intrusion of a new element (the camera) in a familiar 
landscape, combined to enable the young people to use the recreational facilities of the 
playground in ‘unfamiliar’ ways (see Chapter 6). In this sense, engagement in art can 
become an important disruption of everyday lived experience, specifically because the 
conventions that it calls forward and the creative opportunities that it affords are rarely 
encountered in everyday life.  
These are not solely theoretical meanderings, but fairly well-established empirical findings. 
Kilroy et al. (2007) suggest that art can act as catalyst of change by enabling participants to 
open up to alternative ways of being. Engaging in artistic practice does not, however, 
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automatically lead to defamiliarisation. In fact, Shklovsky (2004) insists that should artistic 
conventions become settled (or automated, in his terms) they lose their potential for 
defamiliarisation. For Shklovsky (2004), there must be an ongoing variation in our artistic 
social conventions: engaging in artistic practice, over and over again, in much the same way, 
is unlikely to foster defamiliarisation. But even beyond cases of settled artistic conventions, 
the potential of art for defamiliarisation should be thought of as a potential without 
guarantee. Indeed, Oakley and Ward (2018) comment that artistic practices have sometimes 
been unproblematically equated with beneficial outcomes for human flourishing. In practice 
however, the relationship is less clear (Oakley & Ward, 2018; Oakley et al., 2018). In a study 
of the potential of dance to enable children to ‘escape’ from their habituated practices, 
Atkinson and Scott (2015) argue that artistic practices can unsettle habituated practices and 
relations but not in prescribed or predictable ways.  
First line of thought continued: visual material and aestheticisation of everyday life.  
In this next part I turn specifically to visual material, as it has been an explicit (but not 
exclusive) focus of my thesis. Images are particularly important sources of meaning, because 
we are seduced by their apparent truthfulness (Brown, 2009). Scholars have suggested that 
images have been one of our first means of inscribed communication, predating and 
informing written language (Mitchell, 2002; Tversky, 2011). Wright (2011) writes about how 
we tend to be drawn to images and argues that news articles that are not accompanied by 
images rarely make the headlines. Similarly, Mannay (2015) discusses the dilemmas of 
including images in research articles, considering both the ethical obligations of the 
researcher to her participants and the imperative to engage the audience. I have, with 
Lomax (2015), ran into similar issues in my thesis (Chapter 6). It suggests then, that images 
have a certain power to engage us over written text. This power need not have animistic 
undertones (this has been the object of fierce debate over the last decades, see Wolff, 
2012), but it is undeniable that images have a particular place in our societies (see Chapter 
4). 
Both the filmmaking and the Instagram projects involved visual components as core 
research material. I have argued in Chapter 8 that using Instagram skilfully required the 
learning of particular aesthetics and the development of an ability to create images that 
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would correspond to these aesthetics. It is important to specify that these aesthetic social 
conventions emerge in the participation of the users rather than being specified in advance 
by the interface of the platform. Indeed, Hine (2012) argued that internet conventions are 
shaped as much by the users as they are dictated by the inventors and constrained by the 
user interface. With each new post, users contribute to reproducing and shifting the 
aesthetic social conventions. The new ways of seeing and thinking that users learn as part of 
their participation on the platform enables them to perform an aestheticisation of everyday 
life: ‘the banal is aestheticised’ (Ibrahim, 2015: 44). And beyond the ‘banal’, I would argue 
that Instagram has the potential to lead to the aestheticisation of life as a whole.  
In a similar fashion, young people contributed to the aestheticisation of their experiences in 
the filmmaking project by looking for things that would be adequate to include in their films 
and framing them according to known aesthetic conventions. These conventions provided 
directives regarding what is worth looking for and looking at (Chalfen, 1987). Their films 
included both video clips and images. I argued that films sometimes followed stylistic 
conventions popularised on YouTube, such as the ‘vlog’. Photographic conventions could be 
drawn from casual photography (Chalfen, 1987) which is characteristic of most casual images 
today, from designed aesthetics, more recently popularised by Instagram, or from 
professional aesthetics, which reproduce the codes of ‘good photography’ established in 
the later half of the 20th century. While young people were not bound to these aesthetic 
conventions, their productions were clearly inspired by what they knew of films and 
photographs, building onto existing traditions. As Rose (2014) argued, research participants 
are proficient members of existing visual cultures. 
Given that both participation on Instagram and filmmaking entail the enactment of aesthetic 
social conventions in our everyday lives, they could be thought of in terms of practices that 
could enable defamiliarisation with our habitual ways of living. I will come back later to the 
difficulties emergent in this view, but turn now to my second line of thought on aesthetics.  
A second line of thought: everyday aesthetics.  
The notion of aestheticisation of the everyday has been the object of fierce debate in the 
philosophy of art. It opposes those who, like Kant, make a distinction between the 
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agreeable and the beautiful and argue that the everyday can merely be agreeable, to those 
who contend that anything can be an aesthetic experience (Leddy, 2014). For my purposes, 
rather obviously, I side with the latter group and do not engage in the debate any further 
here. Note that I do not attempt here to dissolve artistic practice into the everyday. In fact, 
for the possibility of defamiliarisation, my argument demands that artistic practices should 
be ordered by social conventions that differ from those ordering everyday life. Instead here I 
refer to the aesthetic as that which relates to taste and argue for approaching the everyday 
aesthetically. 
An important point made by the proponents of everyday aesthetics is that while everyday 
aesthetic phenomena may seem trivial, it becomes significant as part of routinised practices 
(Melchionne, 2013). It is because of their pervasiveness that everyday aesthetics come to 
matter - for my purposes at least. This resonates with the suggestion that I made in Chapter 
7, that while individual Instagram posts struggle to constitute a narrative because of their 
fleeting and disarticulated character (Carah & Shaul, 2016), the feeds accessed through 
hashtag search regroup multiple posts that sustain similar themes and convey similar stories. 
As part of discernible patterns, everyday aesthetics constitute distinct styles. 
Ethics and aesthetics are commonly understood as separate spheres. At most, we might ask 
whether a given work of art is ethical or not (Leddy 2014). The extension of aesthetics to the 
everyday complicates this question because ‘art is more easily separated from ethics than 
the everyday’ (Leddy, 2014: 26). In fact, we tend to think of art as a break from the flow of 
life, something that we come to appreciate from the position of a spectator. The 
appreciation of Wagner’s compositions today despite the controversies is a case in point. 
But if we accept that the everyday can be approached in an aesthetic manner, the 
relationship between the aesthetic and the ethical is brought to the fore. For Saito (2012), 
humans are concerned with an ongoing project of world-making. This echoes Douglas’s 
analysis of consumption as social conversation that results in the creation of a meaningful 
common world, and by extension my application of her analysis to Instagram. Saito explains 
that this ongoing project is often motivated by aesthetic concerns. Additionally, we are often 
persuaded to act one way or another partly through aesthetic means. Advertisements are an 
obvious contemporary example, but propagandists also used aesthetic strategies to realise 
their goals. 
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Saito is particularly concerned with the relationship between everyday aesthetics and the 
constitution of a humane, just, and sustainable future. To illustrate this relationship, she uses 
the example of the opposition to wind turbines and the cultivation of weed-free green lawns 
on aesthetic bases. Conversely, aesthetic pursuits can of course generate more sustainable 
practices, such as wildflower lawns, outdoors laundry hanging, and even wind turbines 
themselves. Importantly, Saito’s point is that aesthetic concerns play a role in our ways of 
living. This resonates with my analysis of Instagram good life narratives in the second part of 
Chapter 8. Instagram could be presented both as a medium in which our ways of living are 
conveyed through particular aesthetics (which is a line of thought that I have developed 
above in relation to defamiliarisation), and a driver of particular user behaviours (which I turn 
to now).  
I have discussed media effects in detail in Chapter 8 and do not come back to them here, 
but simply reiterate that to be a successful user, one needs to participate according to 
particular social conventions of content and aesthetics. Each narrative identified on 
Instagram called forth different types of content and aesthetics. While the aesthetics of the 
good life narrative of the affluent entrepreneur did not require Instagram users to engage in 
any action beyond the posting of quotes and the collection of images found elsewhere, the 
aesthetics of the good life narrative of the world traveller were more demanding of users. 
Exotic locations and fashionable outfits were central elements of the good life narrative of 
the world traveller, and the social conventions in place on the platform demanded that users 
travel and wear the outfits to participate adequately. While travel is not inherently 
unsustainable, the normalisation of air transport and exploitative holiday resorts certainly is. 
In contrast, the narrative of the good life as shared experience engaged users in activities 
that were more sustainable. The kinds of pictures that we decide to share are necessarily 
implicated in questions of social justice and sustainability. In short, our aesthetic choices can 
have important consequences for the possibility of sustainable futures. 
Wittgenstein (1999 [1922]: 6.421) goes a step further and declares that ‘ethics and 
aesthetics are one’. However, this does not signify that the two concepts are identical, but 
rather is meant to convey their unity or interdependence (Stengel, 2004). Stengel (2004: 
616) uses Wittgenstein’s concept of ‘style’ to clarify the aphorism: 
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‘A person cannot but speak or write in ‘’his or her style’’ and in so doing reveal 
his or her attitude towards life and the world. The attitude thus manifested 
indicates an ethical perspective, as the meaning of life is not something that we 
can create without using value judgements. Style, therefore, expresses ethical 
values in and through aesthetic form’.  
This merits some specifications. Arguing that the aesthetic always embodies ethical content 
does not mean that a given aesthetic form always necessarily conveys a same ethical 
principle, nor does it suggest that a given ethical principle can only be conveyed through a 
particular aesthetic form. Rather, it suggests that aesthetic claims necessarily carry 
implications that reach beyond the consideration of aesthetic value. Our lives are inherently 
both ethical (in the sense that they have ethical implications) and aesthetic (in the sense that 
we live in particular ways).  
Power relationships, normativity, and democracy. 
Thus far I have developed two different lines of thought on aesthetics. On the one hand, I 
have talked about the potential of art to enable defamiliarisation with our ways of living 
through the use of aesthetic social conventions. This potential is particularly relevant in 
relation to our need for enabling the appreciation of alternative visions of the good life. On 
the other, I have argued that our ways of living themselves can be understood in aesthetics 
terms. In this context, the aesthetic necessarily becomes implicated with the ethical. This 
second section builds on the relationship that I have identified between the ethical and the 
aesthetic and makes the case for normativity in favour of everyday aesthetics that would 
support sustainable and fair living. However, I argue that normativity cannot be achieved 
through social engineering and consider the role of democratic participation in enabling 
normative meaning-making that is beneficial to sustainability.  
The creation of social conventions. 
In phenomenological hermeneutics, humans are understood to constitute themselves in 
their relationships with their environment, an environment composed of others, both agents 
and objects. The ways in which humans interpret their world depend on these webs of 
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relationships (Ingold, 2013). We learn, from birth, the ways of our people in our relationships 
with them. An apt example is the propensity of young people to create similar images when 
they shared itineraries in the university campus (Chapter 6). However, as I argued further in 
Chapter 6, similar images were also created by young people independently of each other 
because they were proficient members of a shared visual culture. Importantly, our 
encounters with others are no longer limited to face-to-face interactions. Chapter 8 
considered how Instagram users across the world contributed to creating a shared 
meaningful world through their participation on the platform. Hence, our ways of doing, 
seeing, being, and so on - put simply, our social conventions - are created in relationships. 
And crucially, as Chapter 8 made clear, they are embodied.  
However, in the social construction of conventions, every actor does not have equal say. This 
is valid both in relation to art, and in relation to the aesthetics of everyday life. Today, artistic 
practice, and notably as it can be accessed on Instagram, is often subsidised through 
partnerships with for-profit companies. In the same manner as histories of power 
relationships shape the available language for articulating what living well means (Zigon, 
2014), they play a role in the shaping of other mediational means as well. Chapter 8 
concluded that users who were typically considered as skilled providers of judgement 
tended to become - sooner or later - sponsored by for-profit companies. Becoming a skilled 
provider of judgement on Instagram is a difficult endeavour that often demands one’s full 
attention, to the extent that engaging in other salaried work becomes inconceivable.  
But equally, I have argued that social media activity plays an important role in shaping our 
understandings of worthwhile lives. Here, the aesthetic purports to the totality of our ways 
of living. Chapter 7 detailed my creative use of network analysis. I proposed that the links 
created by hashtag use were paramount to ensuring the visibility of posts in a particular 
discursive space. Hashtags that consistently appear together carve out a space: by 
searching for any one of them, users access all the other posts that have used them. In this 
way, the posts take up more space in relation to more hashtags. In the same chapter I 
argued that the third-party application, Prilaga, played a consequent role in shaping the 
discursive space of the good life in favour of the narrative of the affluent entrepreneur. 
The problematic nature of this power inequality in the creation of social conventions is 
exacerbated by the relationship between ethics and aesthetics articulated in the previous 
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section. These considerations of power relations subvert the potential of defamiliarisation to 
enable us to shift our perspectives. I have argued earlier with Shklovsky ([1916] 2004) as well 
as Mannay (2010), that engaging in artistic creation (in the wide sense of the term) or 
appreciating a work of art could help us defamiliarise the familiar and shift our perspectives. 
However, it is clear that for all the times when ‘it works’ (i.e. the film created by Poppet and 
Cats & Dogs), there are those times when ‘it doesn’t’ (the young people’s reproduction of 
stereotypical imagery of friendship). The notion of defamiliarisation is complicated when the 
aesthetic social conventions that are supposed to enable defamiliarisation are implicated in 
maintaining socially and/or environmentally damaging understandings (such as the 
stereotypical imagery of friendship). And equally, in relation to the aesthetic choices that we 
make in our everyday lives, actors with vested interests play a role in shaping aesthetic taste. 
This is well illustrated by Instagram content, where social conventions of everyday aesthetics 
can contribute to more sustainable as well as less sustainable ways of living. 
The call for injunctive normativity? 
The inequalities in relation to the creation of aesthetic social conventions and aesthetic 
tastes stress their importance in relation to the possibilities of shifting to more sustainable 
understandings of living well. This raises the question of whether we should seek to cultivate 
aesthetic social conventions and tastes that would support fair, inclusive, and sustainable 
ways of living.  
Here, it is useful to introduce Cialdini et al.’s (1991) distinction between descriptive and 
injunctive norms. Descriptive norms simply refer to the perceptions that people hold of what 
is normal in a given situation. They describe what is. Injunctive norms on the other hand 
refer to the moral rules and guidelines of a social group. They describe what ought to be. 
Accordingly, aesthetic social conventions and tastes can be normative in two ways. First, 
they can be normative in a descriptive sense, as are for instance the aesthetic social 
conventions and tastes that I have identified on Instagram. They are employed and shaped 
by a multiplicity of people and are rarely considered in relation to ethics or morals (see 
Chapter 8). Second, aesthetic social conventions can be normative in an injunctive sense. 
These aesthetic norms are less common and are formulated with particular moral 
considerations in mind. 
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Saito (2010) argues that we must both develop aesthetic literacy to become aware of the 
ethical ramifications of our aesthetic choices and calls for cultivating injunctive aesthetic 
norms in favour of fairer and more sustainable futures. Following Eaton (2001), she suggests 
that the study of everyday aesthetics should include not only descriptions of what ‘is’ the 
case in everyday aesthetics, but also the possibility of an ‘aesthetic ought’. Realising the 
ethical implications of a perfectly green lawn need not nullify its appearance, but perhaps it 
can taint our admiration for it, and alternatively visions of beautiful wildlife gardens can 
supplant its desirability.  
Saito’s call for injunctive normativity in favour of ‘just and sustainable’ aesthetics could be 
extended to encompass narratives of the good life. If, with Wittgenstein (1999), we agree 
that ethics and aesthetics are one, then it would make sense to consider the ethical 
implications of whole ways of living. This is a view that is inherently difficult to support in 
liberal societies, as they tend to adopt a relativist approach to ways of living: to each their 
own. And indeed, the thought of advocating social engineering through injunctive aesthetic 
normativity or regulating whole ways of living would make both Saito (2010) and me uneasy. 
This is particularly salient in the ways in which totalitarian regimes have imposed particular 
ways of living or used aesthetics to their benefit in propaganda. Yet, neoliberal relativism 
does not easily translate to neutrality or equal power to all to shape and enact ways of 
living. Robert and Edward Skidelsky (2012: 12) argue that ‘a ‘’neutral’’ state simply hands 
power to the guardians of capital to manipulate public taste in their own interests’. Hence 
the consequence of ‘state neutrality’ is policies that are far from neutral in practice 
(Kavedzija & Walker, 2016). It is no coincidence that the contemporary dominant (and 
institutionalised) understandings of the good life in affluent societies of North America, 
Europe, and Australasia, are favourable to their financial elite.  
In this context, it is worth pondering whether social networks such as Instagram should be 
regulated. Hine (2012) argues that internet users tend to self-regulate (and I have shown this 
in relation to adequate participation on Instagram in Chapter 8) and are unlikely to accept 
regulatory influence from nation states, international bodies, or - specifically in relation to 
young people - responsible adults. However, having argued that Instagram is a widely 
popular network, that images and aesthetics play an important role in steering our ways of 
living, and that Instagram is dominated by influencers sponsored by for-profit companies, 
this is not an extravagant suggestion. The recent questioning of Mark Zuckerberg, CEO of 
!286
Facebook and owner of Instagram and Whatsapp, by Congresswoman Alexandria Ocasio-
Cortez (Guardian News, 2019) in the context of his appearance in front of the US Congress’ 
House financial services committee reinforces both the validity of this point and highlights 
the challenges which face any attempt at regulation. 
One of the issues that arises in relation to social media in general, and Instagram in 
particular, is that our past actions on these platforms tend to constrain the content that we 
can access. In Chapter 8, I have explained the mechanisms underlying the constitution of 
Instagram feeds, and other researchers have also raised similar points (The Female Lead & 
Apter, 2018). In a study called ‘Disrupting the Feed’, researchers found that actively offering 
young people accounts to follow that provided content that would disrupt the homogeneity 
of their feeds and that corresponded to their interests resulted in positive action in relation 
to their passions and aspirations (The Female Lead & Apter, 2018: 5). Translating these 
results to the specific interests of this thesis, regulating one’s feed could support more 
environmentally and socially beneficial understandings of living well. However, the influence 
of past actions on accessible content effectively subverts the potential for defamiliarisation.  
Worse yet, as Ocasio-Cortez (Guardian News, 2019) highlights, recent Facebook policies 
effectively give free reign to politicians or parties to target specific groups of users with 
deceptive, false, or misleading content. And while Facebook has pledged to fight the 
spread of misinformation both on Facebook and Instagram, there is no guarantee either of 
the veracity of these claims or of the efficacy of the methods in use. I argued in Chapter 8 
that although young people engage with social media content critically, it does not 
necessarily mean that they remain unaffected by it, particularly if content is homogenous. 
Instagram is an important player in shaping our ways of living, and notably those of young 
people. As such, it could play a role in the transition towards more sustainable ways of 
living, but the current situation makes it unlikely to do so.  
What role for the sociologist?  
Sociologists have been qualified as being particularly apt for documenting possible ways of 
living and opening up new possibilities (Bauman & May, 2004). I have myself pledged at the 
beginning of this thesis to seek avenues along which life can go on, rather than only 
!287
reproducing existing ones (Ingold, 2017). For Levitas (2010), ‘the imagining of a 
reconstituted society, society imagined otherwise, rather than merely imagined’, is 
specifically how sociology can usefully contribute to debates around the possibility of 
sustainable futures. However, this necessarily entails, as Levitas (2010) highlights, 
acknowledging the injunctive normativity of sociological work. Phenomenological 
hermeneutics makes clear that there is no disengaged position from which to view the world 
(see Chapter 4). Yet, this runs contra to typical advice given to academics to ‘steer clear of 
activism’ (MacKendrick, 2017: 896) and respect the boundaries between science and 
politics. Funding attributions can hinge on the extent to which a research centre is perceived 
to be ‘politicised’ (Milman, 2016). But in the face of pressing environmental issues, an 
increasing number of academics take highly visible roles in advocating for governmental 
action. 
I have attempted throughout this thesis to ‘speak with [my] own voice and not hide behind 
the voices of others’ (Ingold, 2017: 24), without turning my back on my research participants 
and portraying them as epitomes of unsustainable behaviour. First, I am conscious that they 
are no more unsustainable than I am. Second, I have made clear throughout (i.e. Chapters 4, 
6, and 8) that in neither case could the narratives be taken as unproblematic reflections of 
personal beliefs. I have however strived to make clear the (un)ethical ramifications of some 
good life narratives as well as the processes at play in establishing particular narratives over 
others. My thesis has in fact led me to work on changing my own Instagram practice, and I 
hope that it might lead others to rethink theirs. This is hardly a novel direction for 
sociologists, and debates around public sociology have seen renewed enthusiasm since 
Burawoy’s (2005) presidential address in defence of public sociology. As Levitas (2010) and 
Fischer (2014: 216), I see a role for researchers in contributing ‘more readily to public 
discourses about what the good life should look like, documenting cultural norms, social 
structures, and institutional arrangements that seem to promote wellbeing in their specific 
contexts’. We desperately need better stories. 
We must be careful however, as MacKenrick (2017) argues, not to privilege the injunctive 
normativity of academic knowledge at the expense of that of other ways of knowing. This is 
something that, in the environmental sciences, we may have been increasingly guilty of (see 
MacKendirck, 2017). Notably, there have been suggestions of recourse to environmental 
authoritarianism (for a discussion see Beeson, 2010). In this context it is important to 
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acknowledge that ‘while sociologists may legitimately claim particular competence in 
understanding systemic connections and mapping alternatives, they of course do not have 
any such claim to superior ethical competence’ (Levitas, 2010: 546). There is no guarantee 
that the narratives that I have identified as possible bases for fairer and more sustainable 
ways of living would be identified as such by others. As Jackson (2019: 474) argues, ‘we 
must all choose carefully which stories we live by’.  
Normativity, democracy, sustainability. 
Coming back to Feyerabend (1975) and to Gadamer (1989), both argued that all knowledge 
is useful in expanding our horizons: fair, inclusive, sustainable good life narratives could 
come from a wide variety of sources, including religion, academia, folk knowledge, 
spirituality, and so on. For Feyerabend, as well as for many others (Darwin, 1859; Hammond, 
2019; Young, 1997), variation is a necessary pre-requisite of paradigm changes (or, 
respectively, the evolution of species and the success of political debate). This is valid both 
in relation to artistic conventions (as Shklovsky, 2004, highlighted) and our understandings of 
the good life. This does not mean however, that ensuring a plurality of narratives is sufficient 
for shifting towards sustainable understandings of living well. I have mentioned earlier on 
that comparing different and possibly contradictory understandings of living well can help us 
screen out less sustainable ones, but it remains that there needs to be criteria for comparing 
narratives, or, so to speak, for establishing injunctive norms in favour of some narratives over 
others. 
Before proceeding any further, it is necessary to introduce an important distinction between 
the plurality of good life narratives, which is a pre-requisite for transitions, and the plurality 
of perspectives that can be used to judge these narratives. Young (1997: 395) writes about 
how difference in perspectives constitutes a resource for democratic communication. For 
her, each perspective ‘consists in a set of questions, kinds of experiences, and assumptions 
with which reasoning begins, rather than the conclusions drawn’. Referring to standpoint 
theory, Young (1997) argues that perspectives emerge from the particular positions that 
individuals occupy in the social world. Using Arendt’s characterisation of the public, she 
argues that the public consists of multiple perspectives that may be relatively unfamiliar to 
one another. Yet, her conception of democracy does not entail putting aside differences in 
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the aim of uncovering a common good. Rather, different perspectives must be engaged in 
‘public discussion with the aim of solving problems with a spirit of openness and mutual 
accountability’ (Young, 1997: 402). Participants of a democratic deliberation only need to 
share a problem; they do not need to share a common goal. Ideas that are presented to a 
public conceptualised as such are subject to scrutiny and judgement from a plurality of 
perspectives. In this respect, allowing a plurality of perspectives is useful in making what 
Young refers to as reflective and objective judgements. Here, objective does not refer to 
gaining a neutral point of view outside of any given perspective, but rather situating one’s 
own perspective in a wider context that takes other perspectives into account (Young, 1997: 
402).  
These reflections are interesting in relation to good life narratives, because they suggest 
that ‘screening out’ unsustainable good life narratives cannot be done using approved and 
established methods, but rather that these must be under ongoing contestation. 
Appropriating Feyerabend’s theory of paradigm change, I have argued that the fashioning 
of understandings of the good life is an ongoing process and that good life narratives can 
never be secure from repudiation. In fact, for Hammond (2019), sustainability and 
democracy are intertwined processes. Undemocratic enforcements of environmental 
sustainability can only ever be temporary. Indeed, should our understandings of living well 
be left unchanged, unsustainable practices are bound to reappear. This echoes my earlier 
arguments, albeit Hammond makes a clearer case for democratic participation in the 
process of creating new narratives. Sustainability cannot be achieved merely through 
specific technological changes or the cementing of a new ‘sustainable’ good life narrative. 
Rather it demands: 
’a suitable general cultural context, namely one in which meanings can evolve in 
an open and normatively driven way rather than cementing themselves 
structurally as a result of powerful interests seeking to inhibit any such 
change’ (Hammond, 2019: 69) 
It is only in a democratic context that processes of meaning-making can be challenged from 
a diversity of perspectives. Specifically, for Hammond, to fulfil this role, democracy must be 
conceived as a political culture rather than a formal institutional construct. Discourses of 
!290
social change (Chapter 5) are interesting candidates for fostering such a culture as they 
emphasise individuals’ capacity and responsibility to act (Ahearn, 2000).  
It is crucial that, in our plea for a democratic approach to sustainability, we ensure that the 
voices of those who cannot participate through traditional political pathways are not erased. 
In the context of this thesis, my thoughts are obviously with the youth, but they are not 
alone in this condition. Note that one of the demands of the young people engaged in the 
Climate Strikes 4 the Future is the institution of the right to vote for 16 year-olds. Certainly, if 
we are interested in developing understandings of the good life that are both sustainable 
and democratically upheld, there is a need for spaces in which people - young and old - can 
take part in this meaning-making process. Citizen assemblies have recently been gaining 
popularity in relation to environmental and social issues across the UK (Hughes, 2019). 
These allow a body of citizens to deliberate on environmental and social issues in a formal 
setting. But it is only in mundane spaces that these meanings can be ‘bedded down’ and 
repeatedly enacted to take root (see my arguments on the formation of neuronal pathways 
in Chapter 8). And while we cannot allow our understandings to go undisputed, they do 
need to become meaningful.  
Nolas (2019) argues that our ideas about children’s and young people’s participation are 
often limited to the definitions outlined in the UNCRC, but there is a need to look beyond 
institutionalised participation to everyday life. Clearly, there are mundane spaces - such as 
Instagram - where social conversations about the good life are already happening. Yet, as I 
have argued throughout this chapter, Instagram is far from being a democratic context. 
Without embracing technological or contextual determinism, there is a need to think about 
which contexts and mediums can contribute to the elaboration of sustainable good life 
narratives. At the same time, online platforms are not enclosed spaces detached from offline 
influence. The School Strikes for the Climate are evidence that dominant narratives of living 
well are increasingly contested by young people both locally and globally (Thomas et al., 
2019). 
And yet, the full responsibility of enacting social change cannot fall entirely on individual 
people, which school strikers fully acknowledge. Young (2005), provides an illuminating 
model of social responsibility in this regard. Using what she terms the ‘social connection 
model’ of responsibility, she argues that ‘all agents who contribute by their actions to 
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structural processes that produce injustice have responsibilities to work to remedy these 
injustices’ (Young, 2005: 709). Young people have sometimes been conceptualised as 
‘agents of change’ (see Walker, 2017 for a discussion) who through their embrace of fairer 
and more sustainable meanings and practices can lead the transition to better futures. Yet, 
all participants of unjust structural processes clearly do not bear responsibility in the same 
way or to the same degree. Processes of meaning-making, to be effective, must be 
accompanied by the production of infrastructure that is supportive of fair and sustainable 
ways of living, as the realisation of understandings of the good life depends on its 
availability (Chapter 5). As suggested earlier on, there can be no change without both 
changes in the meanings that we attribute to the good life and changes in our support 
systems and societal structures.  
The question then arises as to how these changes can be decided on and implemented in 
the context of a democratic society. For Rebentisch (2016), political representation is central 
to the idea of collective self-government. Because the many members of democratic 
societies cannot be assumed to have a unified will, this will must be brought about by 
political representation. In this sense, democracy can never exist outside of relations of 
power and domination. These emerge from the necessity of representation and the 
sovereignty that comes with it. A supposedly neutral state, as I have argued earlier, hands 
power - in the current socio-economic context - to the guardians of capital. Rebentisch 
(2016: 254) identifies this as the current situation and urges for defending ‘a democratic 
setting in which power appears and must legitimise itself as such, but also the many stages 
on which arguments about the appropriate representation of the demos, about the 
respective version of the general will, can be carried out’. How we can facilitate such a 
democratic setting is an essential question of our time - albeit one for another thesis. 
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Conclusion. 
This chapter has attempted to bring together both research projects in a discussion of the 
possibilities for shifting towards sustainable living and the difficulties facing us in the 
process. The first part covered two concomitant contributions of this thesis: the 
identification of good life narratives used by and accessible to young people, and the 
exploration of the potentials of these narratives to be sustainable understandings of living 
well. I argued that while some narratives were clearly more sustainable than others, as of yet 
it was not clear that any one of them offered a concrete understanding of what a fair, 
inclusive, and sustainable life would look like in practice. 
The second part of this chapter considered the theoretical possibilities of a shift towards 
more sustainable ways of living. As a third contribution, I brought together a variety of 
insights from the filmmaking project and appropriated Feyerabend (1975) to explain how 
multiple, contradictory narratives of the good life could benefit shifts towards sustainable 
futures. Given that our experiences of wellbeing tend to reinforce our current 
understandings of it, a shift towards sustainable futures may involve the (re)discovery of 
practices that are possible only if wellbeing in understood in sustainable terms. Such a shift 
might require a leap of faith that takes us beyond our current experiences and 
understandings of wellbeing. 
The third part considered how such a leap of faith may be achieved. It looked at the 
potential of artistic practices, and notably those focused on the visual, to enable shifts in our 
perspectives. This speculative exploration was the fourth contribution of my thesis. I argued 
that artistic practices had potential to enable perspective shifts because they called forth 
ways of being and doing that we do not typically experience. However, when artistic 
conventions are subject to unequal power relationships, or become unduly settled, such 
potential may be subverted, as it currently is on Instagram. Elucidating the relationship 
between aesthetics and ethics, I made the case for a normative appraisal of our aesthetic 
choices and the establishment of injunctive norms. However, I suggested that injunctive 
norms cannot be imposed. Making use of Young’s (1997) conceptualisation of difference as 
a resource for democratic communication, I argued that the plurality of good life narratives 
must be judged from a plurality of perspectives. Further pursuing this line of thought, I used 
Hammond’s (2019) conceptualisation of the interdependence of sustainability and 
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democracy and argued that new narratives of the good life must be democratically 
elaborated and evaluated and that young people must have an equal right to participate in 
the process. This process of meaning-making however, as the thesis makes clear, must be 
accompanied by the provision of adequate and supportive infrastructure.  
There one further, less substantive contribution of this thesis that I have not explicitly 
developed in this chapter. I refer here to my creative use of network analysis to explore the 
relationships between hashtags used on posts tagged #goodlife (see Chapter 6). It enabled 
me to explore how discursive space is carved out for particular narratives in relation to 
#goodlife, and could be applied to different hashtags on Instagram, or to other social 
networks. The methodology is detailed in Chapter 3. 
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